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1. Introduction 
 
 
 
Crisis communications is one of the younger disciplines in the world of communication with 
only approximately 20 years of practice and research behind it. It is however a discipline that 
continues to rapidly grow. 
 
Various models and recipes for dealing with crises have been created since the rise of topic. 
PR companies today try harder than ever to mark themselves as the ‘crisis fixer’ well aware 
that it is in a time of crisis that organisations will come to them in despair with all lofts in their 
budgets dissolved. 
 
It has been added to the discussion both academically and by practitioners that maybe crisis 
communications does not always have to be responsive, possibly you can adapt a proactive 
approach to crisis communications. An approach that is integrated into the overall 
communication strategies. 
 
Various tools will be at hand to build the crisis communications strategy and one of them 
belongs to the new era of communications tools; the web 2.0. Web 2.0 opened up a range of 
new possibilities for organisations wanting to communicate with their customers and 
stakeholders. One type of media included in the web 2.0 wave exploded within few years 
from being just student intranets and teenagers exchanging their homemade music and 
video; is the social media. Social media will by some be described as a revolution. A 
revolution made possible by technology fuelled by a young generation’s imagination and 
belief; that in the virtual world there are no boundaries. 
 
Social media as the name suggests is in the first instance not a term that describes a 
process. It is a collection of communication tools that rely in its essence on social interaction. 
Nevertheless this tool rapidly gained influence and changed the way people communicate 
with each another. Such breakthroughs can be observed throughout the history. And every 
time such breakthrough takes place, be it a technological invention or just a new way to 
implement existing technologies, it had not only an impact for the scholars, but significant 
consequences for the society. 
  
When Gutenberg around 1440 invented the press it was made possible for Martin Luther to 
disseminate his ideas of Reformation to the masses in an unprecedented way (Man, 2002). 
This new way of distributing information contributed to how the western world is shaped 
today. Inventions as the telegraph and radio brought the world much closer together. Up 
until then it had only been possible to communicate through physical transported of scripts. 
When the moving pictures established themselves in the majority of western homes through 
the rise of the television, anybody with access to broadcast, be it the leader of a country or a 
soft drink company, had the possibility to ‘speak directly’ to vast numbers of people. 
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If social media can be attributed the same effect can be argued about but it is difficult to 
deny the similarities. The most recent example at the time of writing is the influence social 
media had on the Arab revolutions.  
 
Following the demonstrations and the unrests in Tunisia in the beginning of 2011 the 
Egyptians also took to the streets, harvesting the possibilities provided by social media; a 
process resulting in the end of a regime that had been in power for decades. 
  
The use of social media during the Arab revolutions can be compared to how Luther utilised 
the print medium and the consequences it had for the society. But it needs to be 
emphasised that just as the Gutenberg press was not the initiator of the reformation, it would 
be wrong to try to claim that Facebook was the origin of the protests. Rather, both media can 
be described as the facilitators that made it possible for the ideas to spread and gain real 
influence. 
  
This is the backdrop for our study. The point of departure is a world filled with crises, which 
are talked about on social media. Even though our case does not deal with repressive 
regimes and the consequences are not counted in lost lives but in hours spent in an airport, 
the dynamics and characteristics are the same. 
 
This thesis sets out to investigate the role social media had in SAS’s crisis communications 
during the ash cloud crisis; what effect it had on SAS’s customers, what relations were build 
with them and how? Finally, we are looking into how the communication process taking 
place in the SAS’s case can reveal more generic movements and trends in how social media 
can be utilised in strategic crisis communications. 
 
 
1.1 Motivation 
 
We, as researchers are considering ourselves as part of the young generation that was 
present during the rise of social media, as we described in the introduction. We consider 
ourselves early adopters of the medium and have watched it develop over the years with the 
first videos being uploaded to YouTube in 2005, the rise and decline of MySpace and finally 
the firm establishment of Facebook as the dominant player in the world of social media. We 
have witnessed this development while children today are born into a world where social 
media is an already established part of people’s lives. 
 
As researcher in the field of communication, social media presents an enormous interest for 
us. Social media as a field is fairly young and present a variety of new dynamics and ways to 
do communication. Having been described as revolutionary the field provides a vast amount 
of research opportunities. We as academics are naturally drawn to these opportunities. 
There are many problems that can be investigated in relation to social media, as a new 
medium; what it means for the traditional media and how it will influence the way people and 
communities communicate, but also how it creates new paradigms and new ways of thinking 
about communication. 
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The field of crisis communications is one of the more exciting fields within the large discipline 
of communication. During a crisis a lot is at stake, there is a sense of urgency and relevance 
that we find interesting to investigate. When you put these aspects of crisis communications 
together with the new possibilities social media has to offer, it presents a highly intriguing 
field of research. 
 
1.2 Research objective 
 
Our research objective is to investigate the value social media contributes to the field of 
crisis communications. We will further investigate the need for the strategic direction of the 
implementation. From our collected data we want to analyse the particular case of SAS, the 
ash cloud crisis and how they utilised the Facebook page in order to communicate with their 
customers. From this analysis we seek to gain better understanding of the communication 
processes taking place between an organisation and the stakeholders when utilising social 
media during a crisis situation. We aim for this knowledge to contribute to further research in 
the crisis communications field. To sum up our research objective: 
 
What value did social media add to SAS's crisis communications to create more positive 
relations with their customers? 
 
1.3 Research questions  
 
From this research objective we will examine: 
 
1. How strategic was SAS’s implementation of social media during the ash cloud? 
 
2. How SAS’s crisis communications benefitted from the specific characteristics of social 
media? 
 
3. How can the case of SAS’s use of a Facebook page, during the ash cloud crisis, 
contribute to better understanding of the dynamics social media brings to the field of crisis 
communications? 
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1.4 Problem field 
 
When working with social media use in crisis communications we first arrive at some basic 
assumptions and questions that we will be looking closer at in this study. 
 
We see social media as an increasingly influential factor in the field of communication. It 
becomes more and more difficult for organisations to ignore that development. Many 
organisations are trying to utilise social media with mixed results. Our assumption is that in 
order for a company to succeed in using social media, it needs to be incorporated into the 
overall communication strategy. 
 
Through social media the information flow increases in quantity and speed, while giving the 
customers a platform to voice their opinion. For organisations this development presents 
unprecedented opportunities but also challenges that they didn’t have to deal before. One of 
the problems evolves around exactly that dynamic. What can a company do to adjust to that 
change and how can the public utilise the new medium to communicate to the companies. 
The second more concrete level of our problem field deals specifically with crisis 
communications. This is relevant to investigate because it can possibly contribute to a faster 
resolution of a crisis, through the use of social media, and by doing so benefit both the 
organisation and the public. 
 
We will in our investigation map out the nature of social media and why it can be seen as a 
unique tool in crisis communications. We will be looking at what kind of relations is being 
created when a company begins communicating with its customers through social media. 
Here we also wish to make it clear what special qualities social media has and how it differ 
from other forms of communication. 
 
1.5 Our knowledge contribution to the research field  
 
We see the field of communication as we will outline in detail in chapter 3, not as something 
static, but rather a field that is evolving and is constantly reconstructed through new 
developments and new ways of communication. Keeping that in mind our goal is not to 
develop a model or a static concept that universally can be applied to other communication 
problems. Such a goal would conflict with the way we perceive communication. What we will 
attempt to achieve in our thesis, is to contribute with our interpretation to the current state of 
development in the field. We want our research to be a step on the way of the overall 
development. Our problem formulation was influenced by recent research in the 
communication field. We on our part want with our thesis to do the same for future research, 
to be a point of departure for investigating the further progress in the field. 
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1.6 Limitations 
 
Our research objective and scientific interest lies in the strategy a company adopts in a crisis 
situation, how they endeavour to implement social media and with what result. We are 
keeping our study case specific and do not treat greater abstract discussions. So our 
primary objective is to identify how in SAS’s case Facebook was a useful tool in their crisis 
communications with their customers during the ash cloud crisis.  
 
We are therefore nor looking at how SAS communicated to the press or how they sought 
themselves represented in the media, though this can be an important aspect of crisis 
communications. Press releases and articles from newspapers are often analysed in such 
studies but this would have pulled us away from our objective, and not offered us any 
answers to our research questions.  
 
We are several times in the thesis mentioning SAS’s image, when discussing their image it 
is important to emphasise that we focus on their image as seen by their customers, as an 
airline provider. SAS’s business image will be of an entirely different character but how 
investors and competitors perceive SAS is not important to our research objective, and will 
therefore not be treated in the study. 
 
Coombs and Cameron, that we draw upon theoretically, both work with several different 
steps in the crisis communications situation, though their structures vary from each other 
they both work with a pre-crisis situation (Cameron, 2008:136 & Coombs, 2007:17-20). The 
same goes for Gonzelez-Herrero and Smith who in their four stage new media model 
emphasises two pre-crisis steps (Gonzelez-Herrero and Smith, 2008:147). SAS’s pre-crisis 
situation is briefly discusses in the analysis but deeper investigation has due to limited 
resources not been made. It could have been both interesting and beneficial for the study to 
investigate people’s perception of SAS and its brand. By looking for older data, making 
interviews or focus groups to find out how its target audience perceived it. We could also 
have looked at the work SAS was doing as crisis prevention but with time and resources at 
hand it was simply not possible. 
 
It was also a strong desire to get insight into strategic documents that are relevant for our 
study from SAS, such as communications plans, crisis management plans or internal 
briefing documents from during the ash cloud crisis. Unfortunately, SAS did not respond to 
our request and we feel there have been some limitations in terms of confirming and 
affirming facts from our qualitative interviews. The documents would also have opened for a 
possibility of an organisational angle. We have decided both due to the lack of information 
and time resources, but also because we put our focus differently, that we will not be looking 
into organisational theories or explore those angles of our case study. 
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2. Case 
 
2.1 Why SAS and the Icelandic volcano Eyjafjallajökul  
 
At the outset when discussing the topic; social media use in strategic communication there 
was no question as to whether we wanted to work with a case study. With case studies 
providing you with the opportunity to make analytical generalisation, it seemed a relevant 
way of investigating a relatively new phenomenon and to be able to say something more 
general about the dynamics of it. A case study can, as Kvale puts it, be used to make 
analytical sound generalisation ‘...involves a reasonable judgement about the extent to 
which the findings from one study can be used as a guide to what might occur in another 
situation. It is based on an analysis of the similarities and differences of the two situations’ 
(Kvale 1996:233). The objective when using a case study will therefore be, based on the 
findings in our analysis, to make some interpretations and concepts that are transferable 
from one specific context to similar contexts (Halkier 2008:112). 
 
We decided to look for a purposive case that specifically dealt with our research problem to 
ensure, that we would get results reflecting the objective of the research. Instead of 
choosing our case randomly, which would not had provided any guarantee for the outcome 
of the research (Neergaard, 2001:11). We initially set out to look for a case study to 
investigate how social media can be an asset in strategic communication and came across 
the SAS case. We started reading up on the theoretical field and with our theoretical frame 
in mind, we decided that the SAS case lived up to the criteria of a case that implemented a 
crisis communications strategy based on contingent or situational circumstances (Mei, 
Bansal and Pang, 2010 & Helder, Bredenlöw & Nørgaard, 2009). The SAS case appeared to 
be dealing with a crisis situation that was unpredictable and with circumstances that 
constantly changed. Further, this was a case that we found could add value to the 
investigation by offering the dynamics of stakeholder-organisation relations. We would also 
be dealing with an explicit problem in terms of a very specific threat to the organisation. 
 
When we approached SAS we were directed to their head of social media who we 
interviewed for our case study.  
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2.2 The problem 
 
At 2pm on the 15th April the Danish air space was closed due to the concerns that an ash 
cloud from the Icelandic Volcano; Eyjafjallajökul could cause serious harm to aircrafts, 
resulting in aircrafts crashing. The airspace over large parts of Northern Europe - including 
Great Britain north of London, all of Norway, and Northern Sweden was also closed to traffic. 
Netherlands closed all of their airports on the same day and France also closed several of 
airports.  
 
The picture below shows the development spread of the volcanic ash throughout the 15th of 
April (http://www.metoffice.gov.uk/aviation/vaac/vaacuk_vag.html) 
 
Top left diagram shows the conditions at midnight proceeding with the situation at 6:00 top 
right, at 12:00 on the bottom left and at 18:00 on the bottom right. The diagram illustrates the 
rapid ash cloud movement during the day, which continued to affect more countries. 
 
Over the next couple of days more European countries ceased all the flight traffic including; 
Germany, Finland and Luxembourg. At that point there was no telling when the volcanic 
eruption would end and therefore no guarantee when aircrafts could start transporting 
people back from their respective locations, nor when airplanes could begin taking 
passengers out of Denmark again. Most of the affected countries resumed flight traffic 
between the 18th and the 21st of April. 
 
 
This created a situation of great frustration for the people trapped abroad and the airlines 
were seen as the authority in charge with the responsibility of taking care of their customers. 
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Overall during the crisis around 5 million passengers were affected by the disruptions. 
(http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/travel/news/article7101162.ece) 
 
2.3 A global crisis 
 
The ash cloud crisis was for SAS not limited to a certain location. Because of the logistics of 
airplane flying the crisis affected people everywhere in the world. People who were based in 
countries on the other side of the planet were relying on flight connections going through 
Europe, and so the airplane traffic in countries outside Europe was affected too.  
 
When referring to the flight disruptions caused by the ash cloud from the Icelandic Volcano 
Eyjafjallajökul as a crisis situation, there are two sides to the crisis. The first will be for the 
customers who got stuck either abroad or at home, not able to travel to the destinations they 
had planned. The other victim in the situation is SAS. The airline company saw all its 
business stop, with no money coming in but instead huge expenses having to be covered. 
According to European legislation, it is SAS’s responsibility to pay ‘reasonable costs’ for their 
stranded customers. The expenses amounted to a total negative earnings of approximately 
700 million Swedish kroner (SAS, 2011).  
 
SAS set up a Disruption Response Organisation (DRO) to deal with the crisis response. The 
team is run by the Chief Commercial Officer and has representatives from all parts of SAS 
e.g. Operations, Customer Relations and Communication. 
 
2.4 SAS’s social media initiative 
 
SAS had prior to the ash cloud crisis not a specific social media policy nor had they staff 
working specifically with social media. The website had even initially been blocked internally 
considered an inappropriate website to visit by staff during work hours (Interview with SAS, 
2010:1, 2 and 4). The SAS Facebook page was set up in 2008 by the head of social media 
who at that point was working in e-commerce. He created the page during out of work hours 
and though he contacted the communications team they were at that point not interested in 
engaging in it. (Interview with SAS, 2010:2) 
 
The page was officially made SAS’s Facebook page in 2009 and the management of the 
page was taken over by SAS’s communication team. It was not an initiative coming from 
senior management it was a decision made by mid-level marketing and communication 
employees to integrate it in to their function. (Interview with SAS, 2010:2) 
 
The Facebook profile was not planned as a strategic tool in communications in general and 
nor during the ash cloud crisis. The profile was only taken in to use at a serious operational 
level after the staff discovered the increasing traffic to the site during the flight disruptions. 
Within a few days a social media team consisting of 20 editors was organised as part of the 
internal response group, DRO (Interview with SAS, 2010:4, SAS, 2010). The team 
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administered all communications on channels such as Facebook, Twitter, SAS’s website, 
customer e-mails and SMS broadcast messages. It was a priority by the team to have 
consistent messages going out at all times coordinating the communications with press 
releases and traditional media. 
 
By using the right technical tools, instant messaging and smart phones it was possible for 
the team to manage the channels; getting updates and responses out as soon as 
information came in (SAS, 2010 see appendix 6). 
 
Staff from various functions was pulled out to assist with the customer service on social 
media the team had people from: Corporate Communication, e-commerce, Marketing, 
EuroBonus FFP, Human Resources and Customer Relations (SAS, 2010 see appendix 6). 
The head of social media explains that it gave the team a very broad knowledge base 
making it easier for the team to answer customer enquiries. It was crucial that the people 
they engaged in the social media response team were people who had previous knowledge 
of using social media. The head of social media and the communications team pulled on 
colleagues that they personally knew had the experience they were looking for (Interview 
with SAS, 2010:4). 
 
When recruiting for their social media team they looked for the following abilities: A wide 
knowledge-base, can-do attitude, enthusiasm, commercial thinking and common sense 
(SAS, 2010 see appendix 6). 
 
 
2.5 A change of tone 
 
It has been on the agenda in the communications department with backup from senior 
management for SAS to change their tone of voice to come out and meet the audience at a 
level that is more contemporary, than their older more formal tone. The change in the tone is 
a strategic move and though the head of social media believes that it goes hand in hand with 
a new approach to incorporate social media more in their communication, he emphasises 
that using social media was never a part of the strategy to make SAS’s communication with 
their customers less formal. (Interview with SAS, 2010:7).  
  
2.6 The objective for SAS 
 
The objective with launching the social media effort during the ash cloud crisis was to 
minimise damage to SAS’s brand and reputation. 
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2.7 The strategy 
 
Using all accessible communication channels to reach customers around the world and 
assist them to maximum applicable capacity reflecting positively back on SAS. (Interview 
with SAS, 2010: 4)  
 
The communication had to be: 
- Consistent 
- Folksy and charming 
- Humorous if appropriate 
- Reply to all posts – positive & negative 
- Write only what you are sure of ‘I don’t know’ is ok 
- Personal and caring (SAS, 2010 see appendix 6). 
 
 
2.8 Key messages 
 
- We are here to help 
- We are available 24/7 
 
2.9 The implementation 
 
The Facebook communication was delivered by a social media team working under the 
DRO put together by the communication department. They pulled on competences from all 
departments but specifically chose people who they knew had experience with social media. 
(Interview with SAS, 2010:10). 15-20 editors were online 05:00 – 02:00 answering customer 
enquiries and updating the SAS social media channels with the latest information. 
 
 
2.10 The result 
 
- More than 17.000 new fans in one week 
- More than 5.000 questions posted 
- 99% answered within 5 minutes 
- SAS message displayed more than 1 million times  
- Positive media coverage 
- SAS went from an index 40 to 90 measuring ‘caring’ in online conversations 
- Internal enthusiasm despite the crisis 
- A new understanding in senior management of social media 
- A proven formula for dealing with new disruptions (SAS, 2010 see appendix 6). 
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2.11 Summary of case 
 
When the airspace in the majority of all Northern European cities was closed in April 2010 
SAS faced a crisis situation that they needed to manage, to experience minimal damage to 
the organisation’s brand and reputation. In a larger customer service effort to assist their 
customers, social media and in particular Facebook was implemented as a communication 
tool after an ample demand by the customers showed on SAS’s Facebook site.  
 
The communications team got the buy in from senior management and quickly launched a 
bigger response team dealing with customer enquiries on Facebook and continuously 
informed customers about developments on the SAS Facebook site.  
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3. How we see the world and 
understand communications 
 
In this chapter we are briefly outlining our scientific position to give the reader a better 
understanding of our epistemological stand and how we are approaching our study. We are 
also having a short discussion of what communications theory tradition we are working 
within and how it affects our work. 
 
3.1 Positioning in theory of science 
 
At this point we find it necessary to clarify our position in regards to theory of science. It is 
important as the entire research can be viewed through a particular theoretical lens and will 
influence the choice of our case, theory and methodology. 
 
We view ourselves as part of the social constructionist position. According to that view, the 
reality and knowledge are not absolute or measurable entities, but rather constructed and 
constantly negotiated and redefined through social interaction. We are adopting the 
terminology of reality and knowledge according to the Bergerian view who in general terms 
sees reality as ‘a quality appertaining to phenomena that we recognise as having a being 
independent of our own volition (we cannot wish them away)’ (Berger and Luckmann, 
1991:13) The concept of knowledge is defined by Berger as ‘certainty, that phenomena are 
real and that they possess specific characteristics’ (ibid.). In line with Berger, we see both 
concepts in light of their social relativity, meaning that both reality and knowledge will 
change according to different social conditions and environments. 
  
We would also describe ourselves as ‘mild constructionists’ (Heide, 2009:51) meaning that 
we do not deny the existence of reality as such. Our goal is not to claim that nothing can 
exist without being socially constructed but rather we want to focus on the ‘social 
construction of reality and people’s knowledge of their social reality’ (ibid.) in relation to our 
case. 
 
The field of communication underwent a shift from the early ‘hypodermic needle theory’ 
having its roots in the behaviourism of the 30’s (Windahl and Co., 2009:69ff) to the 
recognition of the relevance of social constructionism. We see communication not as a static 
measurable exchange of clearly defined information between two or more identifiable 
parties. We see it rather as a pivotal part of the process of the construction of social realities. 
We see the field of communication constituting human interaction, be it through spoken or 
written language or any other medium. 
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This epistemological stand gives us the possibility to conduct an in depth analysis of the 
negotiated knowledge and the social interactions that took place during the ash cloud crisis, 
between SAS and their customers on SAS’s Facebook page. 
 
 
3.2 The theoretical direction 
 
With this science theoretical positioning in mind we are moving within the sphere of the 
socio-cultural and socio-psychological communication traditions. We believe that to 
investigate the formations of social interaction and behaviour in the online forum that our 
case takes place in, we need to work in a theoretical field that encompasses both the 
complexities of interaction between individuals and groups, along with the production and 
reproduction of shared socio-cultural patterns (Craig & Muller, 2007:83). 
 
We are using the theoretic communications field to investigate the interactions taking place 
online and how they enable the creative production of new meanings and new means of 
communications; ‘social interaction is also a creative process that... ‘produces’ the very 
social order that makes interaction possible in the first place’ (Craig & Muller, 2007:84). We 
are in particular interested in how this meaning creation can add value to human relations, in 
our case the relationship between SAS and their customers.  
 
We are considering both the sender and receiver of communications messages as well as 
causes and actions. We believe the recipients of the communications messages, due to their 
social and cultural context, are capable of reflecting upon communications messages and 
critically make choices based on it (Craig & Muller, 2007:84). 
 
We are discussing how we are using the actual theories that we have chosen for our 
research in chapter 4. This chapter provides a clear structure and argumentation for our use 
of theories in the study. 
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4. Theory 
 
4.1 Introduction to theoretical framework 
 
In the following section we are introducing our theoretical framework and arguing for our 
choice of theories. Our study deals with the use of social media in crisis communications. 
Due to the topic of our study and the case chosen, it is necessary to theoretically engage 
with both fields, which will eventually provide foundation and structure for our analysis. 
 
We have chosen to work with the two theoretical approaches to best possibly address our 
research problem helping us gaining a broader understanding of the social interactions and 
communication processes taking place in our case study. Not because we believe we will 
get closer to the truth; according to the science theoretical approach we are working from, 
we reject such idea of an overall truth. We are convinced that using the two different 
approaches is providing a better picture of how SAS managed the use of social media to 
handle the communication with their customer during the flight disruptions.  
 
In the two approaches, we are working only with different elements of the theories not using 
entire theories as presented by the authors. These theoretical elements are presented in the 
later sections in this chapter. In the sections below we are arguing for the choices of the 
communication theories we are working with and what angles of the analysis we will use 
them to cover.   
 
4.1.1 Why crisis communications 
 
In the study we are working with communication theory specifically dealing with the issues of 
crisis communications. We have chosen to work with a strategic theoretical approach and 
not a rhetorical because our focus in the study is on the actions of the participants in the 
case study. Not to the same extent on how SAS try to position themselves to work their way 
out of the crisis by buildings stories. The rhetorical approach would have been better at 
highlighting the ‘what and how’ an organisation communicates in a time of crisis (Helder, 
Bredenlöw & Nørgaard: 2009). Also, the rhetorical approach put more weight on the 
managerial decision making and not to the same extent the context, which again makes it 
redundant in relation to the strong customer focus of our case study. The strategic approach 
offers a better understanding of what is being referred to as the life cycle of the crisis where 
the ‘when, where and who’ are the main drivers; here it is the constantly changing 
circumstances and influences that affects the course of the crisis communications (Heide, 
2009 & Coombs, 2007). This allows us to place emphasis on SAS’s customers and their 
actions as a changing influence in the crisis communications.  
 
We are focusing on theories that work with the strategy and reputation of the organisation as 
we are seeking to establish, how SAS managed through their communicative handling of the 
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ash cloud crisis not damaging their reputation, but instead winning an award for their online 
communication with their customers during the flight disruptions. The aim has been to use 
the theory as an introductional guide to get an understanding of the field. Thereafter, as a 
tool to tell us more about how our case situation evolved from a theoretical point of view and 
to finally investigate how SAS utilised social media in their crisis communications. 
 
In order to achieve the goals of our analysis we arrived at the situational crisis 
communication theory by Coombs and the contingency theory by Cameron. The two 
theories provide a complementary framework that is necessary for answering our research 
question. 
 
We are in particular using Berger to define our customers and how they are taking part in the 
communication process with SAS. It is important for us to establish our customer as capable 
individuals in a crisis situation, who have an active role in creating and recreating the 
communication taking place on Facebook. 
 
We will not be using a complete theoretical approach by one theorist but instead specific 
parts from the two different theories, to ensure we use the terms that are the most relevant 
to our research problem. We are in particular using Cameron’s ideas about internal and 
external variables to analyse the influences on SAS that affected the outcome of the 
situation. Coombs’ theory about situational crisis communications helps us establish the 
situational factors that influenced SAS’s choice of strategy during the crisis.  
4.1.2 Why social media theories 
 
We are using social media theories as a second theoretical approach. The difference 
between crisis communication theories and social media theories is that in its core, crisis 
management takes its point of departure in a problem and then discusses what tools can be 
used to solve it, social media being one of many possible. Social media theory on the other 
hand takes points of departure in a  particular tool and investigates what consequences this 
tool has on the communication processes in different contexts and in our case; the crisis 
management. 
 
Within the theory section on social media, we focus on several characteristics of social 
media. The characteristics were chosen based on the relevance to our case and our 
empirical data. Because the development in the social media field happens so fast, one of 
the criteria for choosing theories was to find current theories dealing with the latest 
development in the field. With our case in mind we were searching for social media theories 
that would cover in particular, the aspects that distinct the traditional media from the new. 
This is helping us to uncover the attributes of social media that made SAS’s communication 
on Facebook to and with their customers meaningful.  
 
 
We chose to work with a variety of current theoretical discussions that addressed issues like 
social media’s empowerment of the public, social media influences in crisis situations and 
also social media as a crisis escalator, all to learn about how the attributes of the media can 
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affect a communications process. Other reasons for this approach are that field is much 
younger than crisis communication and that the development taking place is much faster. 
 
 
4.2 Crisis communications theory 
 
4.2.1 How we understand crisis communications 
 
We are using some of Berger’s ideas about the receiver of the communication messages to 
further develop and explain our understanding of the audience, in our case the SAS 
customers, affected by the flight disruption. According to Berger the customers exist before 
the organisation, in this case SAS, and are reactive in their response to any actions made by 
SAS. The customers are capable, independent and have their own goals. The customers will 
therefore not react to changes in a casual way; they will take on an active role in the 
communication situation and are thereby taking part in the construction of the social reality 
that SAS is part of (Heide, 2009:52). 
 
Traditionally, crisis is viewed as a concrete real event. It is often described and categorised 
through fixed stages similar to Coombs’ chronological differentiation with the focus on post-
crisis measures. Berger takes a less static approach to the concept of crisis. In his view 
crisis is not limited to one particular event or occurrence, rather the meaning is negotiated 
between the organisation and the public. A crisis situation is according to the Bergerian 
perspective seen as an opportunity to learn and develop - as part of the organisation’s life 
cycle. As Heide describes crisis is a part of the game (Heide, 2009:55). 
 
The social constructionist view on crisis communications also suggests that more emphasis 
should be put on the pre-crisis situation and on building relationships with your audience 
instead of the traditional one way communication and only focusing on the post crisis 
situation (Heide, 2009:52).  
 
In a lot of crisis communication literature the organisation is treated fairly simplistic. It is 
viewed almost as a homogenous entity that constitutes the one part opposite the public. 
Berger again is making an effort to challenge that perception. In his view an organisation, 
similarly to the public, is a social structure that is not stable but is constantly redefining itself. 
The foundation for that argument lays within the fact that every organisation consists of 
individuals who are to some degree in communicative relationship with one another (Heide, 
2009:53). This social constructionist view of the organisation will equip us with the necessary 
tools to do a deeper analysis of the communication between SAS and their customers and in 
particular to be able to better understand the strategic dynamics during the crisis within SAS. 
 
One way to view communication is as a way to mirror the reality. Information or a message 
can be transmitted from one instance (the sender) through a medium (the channel) to 
another instance (the receiver). This view dominated the field of communication since 
1940s. Berger views communication and language as something that is able to create the 
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social reality; ‘through constant communication and interaction among the organisation 
members, common meanings and social realities are produced’ (Heide, 2009:54). In our 
analysis we will not view the communication between SAS and the customers only as an 
exchange of information between two parties, through the medium of a Facebook page, but 
rather to identify the common meaning construction during the communication process. 
 
4.2.2 Situational crisis communications theory 
 
Firstly, we are introducing Coombs’ three-stage chronological approach to crisis 
communications that we are working with in all phases of the study (based on Fink and 
Mitroff from Coombs, 2007:17-20): 
 
Pre-crisis 
• Signal detection 
• Prevention 
• Crisis preparation 
 
Crisis event 
• Crisis recognition 
• Crisis containment 
 
Post-crisis 
• Better prepared for the next crisis 
• Positive impression of the organisations’ crisis management efforts by the 
stakeholders 
• Is the crisis truly over? 
 
Coombs here lays out a basic chronological model showing the ‘life cycle’ (ibid.:13) of a 
crisis. We are throughout the study working with this idea of a crisis as a social construction 
that keeps recreating and developing.  
 
We are using the Situational Crisis Communications Theory (SCCT) by W. Timothy Coombs 
when we are establishing how the customers place responsibility and how SAS responded 
to the crisis. 
 
According to Coombs’ SCCT SAS would had needed to chose their method for dealing with 
the crisis by matching up a crisis response strategy with a category of crisis situation: ‘The 
key is in knowing when to use a particular response strategy’ (Coombs, 2007:138). In our 
analysis we are making a smaller investigation by using Coombs theory about attributions to 
establish how severe a threat to their reputation SAS was facing. We are looking at; what 
the level of the threat was for SAS? How was the stability of SAS’s reputation – had they 
been involved in other incidents recently, to what extent could they control the situation and 
was it a case of internal or external locus (Coombs, 2007)? 
 
The above factors should be evaluated before SAS could decide on their crisis response 
strategy to resolve the crisis. We see if the attributes could have affected the way SAS’s 
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stakeholders felt and behaved towards SAS (Coombs, 2007). Then we look at the different 
strategies SAS had available to them and consider them in relation to the situation.  
 
Coombs got three sequential categories for his crisis response: Instructing information, 
adjusting information and reputation management (Coombs, 2007). While we are looking at 
SAS’s first step to give their stakeholders instructing information and how they as a second 
but continuous step, adjusted the information during the flight disruptions using Facebook as 
a channel to get this information out. Our main focus is on how the reputation management 
was executed and in particular what effect it had on the reputation management that 
Facebook was a tool actively used to get messages out. Victims of a crisis are a whole new 
group of stakeholders according to Coombs and it is important to ‘never let a question go 
unacknowledged, or you risk damaging the stakeholder-organisation relationship.’ (Coombs, 
2007:132), which might give us some indicators to why the social medium was taken up to 
such a high extent by SAS’s customers. In a crisis situation Coombs argues that one of the 
crucial factors is ‘communication with stakeholders is a two-way process’ (Coombs, 
2007:132) here we can hold up the arguments made by Coombs to match it with what our 
source in SAS and the SAS customers have said about their experience of communicating 
through social media.   
 
The ash cloud crisis, being a result of a force majeure, is what Coombs refer to as a victim 
crisis, which means that the threat to SAS’s reputation is not as high as if it had been a 
matter of either an accident crisis or a preventable crisis ‘Stakeholders see the organisation 
as a victim of the crisis, not the cause of the crisis’ (Coombs, 2007:141). In this case the 
crisis could not have been avoided by preparation, which would have been the worst case 
scenario but neither is the crisis a result of negligence by SAS, which according to Coombs 
would have been a second degree threat (Helder, Bredenlöw & Nørgaard, 2009). The 
categorisation is the first step Coombs recommends to identify the amplitude of the threat 
posed to the reputation of the organisation. The second step prior to reputation controls the 
modifiers, which affects the stakeholder attributes as mentioned above these factors are 
determined by pre-existing relations between SAS and their customers (Coombs, 2007). If 
there had already existed bad relations, these negative associations would escalate and 
make the challenge for SAS to regain customer trust even more difficult. However, if the 
stakeholder relations have been predominantly positive it will be harder for the crisis to affect 
the reputation of SAS. These two first steps are referred to as the performance history by 
Coombs (Helder, Bredenlöw & Nørgaard, 2009). When they have been examined in the 
analysis we are looking at the actual crisis situation and how much of the responsibility SAS 
actually had for the flight disruptions. 
Using the SCCT theory provides us with a link between the situational elements and the type 
of crisis, the crisis history and then the choice of response strategy. The threat level 
mentioned above will decide whether Coombs would recommend a defensive or welcoming 
response strategy. In the analysis we are looking at how Coombs’ response strategies could 
add value to SAS’s response strategy. Coombs has nine strategies in total split into three 
main types; denial, minimise and rebuilding on top of that he suggests a combination with 
his reinforcing theory that has the purpose of creating a positive image of the organisation, 
they are illustrate below.  
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(Coombs, 2007:140) 
 
Time is also an important factor when we discuss crisis communications and Coombs offers 
a perspective on the ability to respond quickly in a crisis situation. ‘The need for speed in 
crisis communications continues to escalate as technology accelerates the spread of 
information, thereby actually reducing the amount of time a crisis team has for responding’ 
(Coombs, 2007:128). The development of online media has created an even greater need 
for quick responses and according to Coombs no response is ever too quick. The customers 
must hear about the crisis from the organisation before or simultaneously as they hear from 
the media, if the organisation wants to appear in control of the situation. In the analysis we 
are looking at how long it took SAS to start communicating with their customers on 
Facebook. We are investigating how this time perspective could have affected the 
customers’ opinion of SAS’s crisis handling. ‘A quick response helps to create the 
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impression of control and is necessary to get the organisation’s definition of the crisis - its 
side of the story - into the media and out to the stakeholders’ (Coombs, 2007:129).  
 
4.2.3 Contingency theory 
 
The contingency theory is foremost a tool to strategically analyse a public relations crisis. 
The contingency theory works with the idea that the approach taken to resolve a crisis is 
always based on what the contingency factors are. We are using this idea when we are 
looking at how the case unfolded in our analysis. 
 
We are in particular looking at Cameron and Jin’s thoughts about situational factors to 
investigate the dynamics in conflict management of the SAS case. The main purpose of the 
contingency theory becomes to look at the case study and the key variables that 
predisposed SAS before the crisis along with situational variables that influenced SAS’s 
position during the crisis. 
 
In the following section we are elaborating on how the contingency theory and its key 
concepts can be utilised to analyse our empirical data. 
 
Key concepts 
Cameron outlines several key concepts within the contingency theory. Here we are briefly 
introducing the terminology before relating the concepts to the case. Cameron outlines that a 
specific strategy is influenced by different factors. He calls them the contingent or 
contingency factors. These are all the factors that need to be taken into consideration to be 
able to choose the right strategy. Cameron outlines around 80 factors. He divides them into 
two main categories, the internal variables and the external variables. The internal variables 
deal primarily with the characteristics of the organisation, such as the characteristics of the 
public relations department, top management and the internal threats. 
 
The external variables focus on the environment and the characteristic of the public. It 
considers among others the external threats, industry environment and the external public 
(Cameron, 2008:154). 
 
Taking in to consideration both the external and the internal contingencies a company will 
take a specific stance or a position in regards to the crisis. Based on that position a 
particular crisis management strategy is chosen. 
 
We will now discuss the specific implications of the concepts from the contingency theory in 
relation to the processes that took place within SAS during the ash cloud crisis. 
 
Application 
In the analysis section we are investigating what internal and external variables that are 
relevant to consider in regard to the specific case of SAS. It needs to be pointed out that in 
our investigation we do not focus on the entire crisis management strategy as implemented 
by SAS. Even though the contingency theory provides the tools and in fact is developed to 
accommodate the analysis of the entire crisis management strategy. We choose to apply the 
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theory to a specific part of the crisis strategy implementation, namely the use of social media 
and the Facebook page in particular, as a tool within an overall crisis management effort. 
 
Nature of the crisis 
One of the important external variables in the case of SAS is the nature of the crisis. This 
has implication for the choice of the particular stance SAS is taking. At the same time, it 
creates the potential for a second crisis that requires a new evaluation and potentially a 
different stance. 
 
As described earlier the crisis in question was caused by the eruption of a volcano in 
Iceland, which resulted in cancellation of all flights in large parts of Europe over an extended 
period of time. Whilst it constitutes a serious situation, the crucial aspect is that it was not 
caused by SAS and that SAS was not the only airline affected. The fact that the volcano 
eruption is a force majeure means that SAS can position themselves as the victim and 
sympathise with their customers in a way that would not have been possible if SAS was the 
cause of the crisis. This would put SAS in a favourable position as they can take an 
accommodative stance, without having to deal with the negative implications of having 
caused the crisis. 
 
Taking the different factors into account, the situation, if handled correctly, can be a ‘win-win’ 
situation. On one hand SAS is able to prevent damaging their image and potentially losing 
customers and on the other the public is satisfied because they were provided with fast 
information and assistance, and accordingly reimbursed. 
 
Both parties have of course to make concessions in other areas; SAS looses a lot of money 
by not being able to fly and having to reimburse the stranded customers. The customers 
have to endure delays during their travels. The deciding factor here is that neither party can 
blame the other one for the damage. Based on that stance SAS is able to adjust their 
strategy for further action. 
 
New crisis 
The response to the crisis is crucial. If it is satisfactory, the public’s opinion about SAS will 
not be damaged. When handled poorly the potential exists of generating a new crisis 
situation, not rooted in the volcanic eruption itself, but rather originating from the poor 
management of the initial crisis. Gonzelez-Herrero and Smith emphasise the need for 
‘identifying, track and manage potential issues online as a crucial part of corporate 
communications in the internet age’ (Mei, Bansal and Pang, 2010:151). This is also what 
Cameron means when talking about how a particular stance can change ‘sometimes almost 
instantaneously; and what influences the change in stance’ (Cameron, 2008:136). Poor 
management of the crisis, such as insufficient, or lack of information, failure to assist 
practically and not being able to demonstrate control of the situation, would typically be 
rooted in internal variables. These variables could include public relations department 
characteristics, such as type of training, autonomy of the department and amount of time 
allowed to use dealing with external publics (Cameron, 2008:155) Another possible variable 
is the set of general organisational characteristics such as distribution of decision making 
power and corporate culture (ibid.:155). Besides the internal variables certain external 
variables can also be playing a role in a negative outcome of a crisis management effort. 
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Such a variable can be for example the level of media coverage the public has received in 
the past (ibid.:154). 
 
We are limited in our investigation in regards to analysing the entire list of the variables but 
there are some interpretations that can be made based on statements provided by the head 
of social media during the interview. These interpretations are elaborated on in the analysis 
chapter. 
 
4.3 Theoretical discussion of social media 
 
4.3.1 Introduction 
 
The second theoretical focus of our research deals with the use of social media within the 
field of crisis communication. As treated in the introduction social media ads a dynamic to 
crisis communication that cannot be ignored. Questions can be asked whether the arrival of 
social media changes the game completely or that it is merely another tool with a set of 
certain characteristics that can be incorporated into existing mechanisms of dealing with a 
crisis. In the following chapter we are outlining these specific characteristics, which are 
providing the foundation for part of our analysis.  
  
One definition of social media can be formulated as ‘the various electronic tools, 
technologies, and applications that facilitate interactive communication and content 
exchange, enabling the user to move back and forth easily between the roles of audience 
and content producers’ (Holmes, 2011:10). There is a variety of such electronic tools and 
our case deals with Facebook, the SAS Facebook-page in particular. 
 4.3.2 Diverse use of social media within crisis communication 
 
The literature treats a variety of different areas where social media is used in crisis 
communication. One of the areas that recently received a lot of attention is in political 
communication. Studies have been done on how social media is used during the political 
crises as a communication channel by the public. One example deals with the post election 
crisis in Kenya in 2008 (Mäkinen and Kuira, 2008). After controversial elections the 
government announced a ban on broadcasting of local media in an effort to prevent further 
escalation. This led to a vacuum that was filled by alternative means of communication, 
namely the social media. 
 
Another, similar example is the use of twitter during the post election unrest in Iran in 2009. 
The study (Burns and Eltham, 2009) investigates the role twitter played in the 
communication between the protesters but also as a tool to create awareness in the world. 
Both examples deal with the communication taking place within or between different publics, 
it does not investigate a dialogue between the public and the respective governments, or like 
in our case between the stranded customers, which constitute the public and the 
organisation represented by SAS. 
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The second type of use of social media during a crisis is within the disaster response. 
One such example is the case of the Virginia Tech shooting. Even though the situation is not 
a disaster in the sense of a natural catastrophe it deals with tragic and harmful events 
outside of the influence of the organisation. In the case of the shooting social media was 
utilised to identify students who were affected. Within minutes of the initial official e-mail 
notification by Virginia Tech (VT) first Facebook messages started to appear with peer-to-
peer enquiries and information about the well-being of the students. Within two hours a 
Facebook group, called ‘I’m OK at VT’ established with the result that an accurate list of 
victims could be composed before VT released the official name list of the deceased (Veil et 
al. 2011:8). This case is also an example how the public, represented by the students, used 
social media during a crisis for the purpose of exchange of vital information.  
 
During the aftermath of the Haiti earthquake it was the organisations, such as NGO’s and 
media organisations that used social media to create awareness, report the news and collect 
donations for the victims. But as Muralidharan states even though the communication was 
utilised effectively it ‘failed to capitalize on the innate two-way communication nature of 
social media’ (Muralidharan et al. 2011:1). 
 
There is a multitude of other examples of how social media was utilised in relation to crisis 
communication, within different contexts and with varying purpose. The ones described 
above focus on either peer-to-peer communication dealing with a disaster or opposing a 
government or a with one-way information dissemination from organisation to the public. We 
are in the following section focusing on the elements and characteristics of social media that 
played a significant role during the crisis communication of SAS with their customers during 
the ash cloud crisis. We see the SAS case combining several of the elements described 
above. There is peer-to-peer exchange taking place, SAS also used Facebook to provide 
factual information. Beyond that the Facebook page was also used to create a dialogue 
between the organisation and their customers. 
 
4.3.3 Social media characteristics during the ash cloud crisis 
 
The crisis communication efforts during ash cloud crisis can, similarly to the Haiti 
earthquake, be categorised as disaster response, due to a natural phenomenon as the 
cause of the crisis. Obviously the consequences were less severe, considering that nobody 
died. 
 
During the analysis we are investigating how certain attributes of social media 
communication were considered by both parts; SAS and their customers. 
 
The first aspect that we are focusing on is the aspect of speed. Mei et al. point out that ‘the 
internet offers the advantage of up-to-the-minute reporting 24/7, and a company besieged by 
crises of this magnitude ought to be proactive and show the public that efforts are in place to 
rectify the problem’ (Mei et al. 2009:150). In comparison to traditional media the information 
exchange taking place through social media has become almost immediate and puts 
additional pressure on communication professionals to deal with the crisis. Holmes puts it 
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this way: ‘This is the impact of social media – intensified by mobile technology – to collect 
and spread instantaneous information’ (Holmes, 2011:9). In the analysis we are investigating 
if there is an understanding of that dimension on behalf of SAS by analysing statements 
made by the head of social media during the interview. Furthermore, we are looking at the 
data collected from the customers and how they evaluate the performance of SAS in this 
respect. Finally we are looking at the dialogue taking place between SAS and their 
customers during the initial stages of the crisis on the Facebook wall and how the speed 
dimension influences the communication dynamic. 
 
The second factor deals with the aspect of interactivity. Social media provides an easier and 
much more transparent access to the organisation by the public and makes it possible to 
engage in a dialogue where older media would favour the organisation with the predominant 
one-way communication. We are analysing what effect these characteristics had on the 
crisis communication in our case and to what extent SAS was prepared to deal with this 
relatively new dynamic. Another aspect connected to interactivity is the editorial access in 
the process of communication. Social media through its nature allows everybody equipped 
with the technical knowledge and tools to contribute to the information flow. Mei et al. refers 
to the dimension as gatekeeping, by stating that ‘the key difference between new media and 
traditional media is that of gatekeeping, the process by which vast array of potential news 
messages are winnowed, shaped, and prodded into those few that are actually transmitted 
by the news media’ (Mei et al. 2009:147). In the age of social media citizen journalism gains 
more and more influence in information exchange (Holmes, 2011:10).  
 
The literature emphasises the specific tone of voice as a characteristic of crisis 
communication on social media. The tone of voice of an organisation is determined by the 
relation to the customers and the channels used. The older media has created a formal and 
distanced way of communicating, which focuses on conveying factual information, but 
according to Veil et al. ‘crises naturally create a need for not only information, but also for 
human conversation and compassion’ (Veil et al. 2011:7). Social media provides this 
opportunity because it originated as an informal peer-to-peer platform, which created a 
certain way ‘to talk’ to each other. This dynamic can ideally be utilised by the organisation for 
the purpose of creating trust, meet the public’s needs and eventually ensure the 
organisations reputation. In the analysis we make observations of the wall posts in regards 
to how both parties communicate with one another. 
 
Furthermore, based on the interview with the head of social media we analyse to what 
extent SAS is aware of this aspect and if they are able to utilise it to its advantage. 
Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith state that ‘people want companies to take part in a 
conversation as human beings with names, points of views, and an ability to listen’ 
(Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith 2008:150). Based on that we derive from the data of the 
customer interviews how they perceived SAS’ tone of voice and if the way SAS 
communicated on Facebook met their expectations. 
 
As the last aspect we are looking at social media during a crisis as a double-edged sword, a 
term amongst others coined by Mei et al. They explain; ‘On one hand, they provide new 
platforms and means for organisations to communicate with stakeholders; on the other 
hand, the same platforms and means can be used to escalate crisis for the organisation’(Mei 
et al. 2009:153). Considering that social media is a communication tool that can be used by 
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both the organisation and the public on equal terms. It is a logical consequence that if not 
used at all or incorrectly by the organisation it can be utilised by the public and damage or 
even destroy organisations reputation. We investigate if SAS was able to use the medium to 
its advantage and limit the damage during the ash cloud crisis, based mainly on the analysis 
of the customer wall posts during the crisis and the data obtained from the customer 
interviews. 
 
4.3.4 A model for crisis management in the virtual world 
 
As mentioned in the above sections we are in our analysis working with a frame of social 
theory, crisis communications theory and social media theories. However, we are also 
introducing a crisis communications model specifically designed to deal with an online crisis. 
González-Herrero and Smith are working with this model. It is a four stage model with 
resemblance to a lot of regular crisis communications models and they are also inspired by 
both Cameron and Coombs in their research. The four staged model as shown below is 
constructed along a timeline using the same structure as Coombs but with two pre-crisis 
stages called the Issues Management  and Planning-prevention then as Coombs,  they have 
a crisis and post-crisis (Gonzelez-Herrero and Smith, 2008:147).  
 
 
 
In the two pre-crisis stages the focus is in particular on online monitoring, offering solutions 
to through online two-way communication being in touch with your audience, establishing a 
channel to monitor and communicate with your audience should a crisis strike ‘...building 
open and honest relationships with key influencers establishes a company’s credibility and 
may prevent crises or at least minimize the damage they can do’ (ibid.:147). The audience 
has according to González-Herrero and Smith been empowered by the new technologies 
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and have moved from a passive to an active and dynamic role creating new ground for 
crises and therefore created a demand for quick, clear and honest responses (ibid.:147). We 
are in the analysis looking at how SAS understood their audience and see if they had 
underestimated the power the customers had using the Facebook. The second pre-crisis 
stage works more with prevention and focuses on pre-active Internet-based measures a 
company can take to prepare for a potential crisis this includes a plan of resources in 
particular people and how to get a hold of them when needed (ibid.:149). An aspect that will 
be interesting for us when we are looking at our case to see how they had planned for and 
ended up distributing resources in the organisation.  
 
In the crisis stage González-Herrero and Smith emphasise that the biggest challenge is to 
understand the speed, the type of response needed and what tools you have available 
online. These are all elements that differentiate from traditional media and have to be 
mastered by an organisation working to solve a crisis online. Who it is responding online is 
also important ‘People want companies to take part in conversation as human beings with 
names, points of views, and an ability to listen’ (ibid.:150) SAS mixed a team of employees 
with separate backgrounds but they all had in common that they had experience with social 
media. González-Herrero and Smith also stresses the need for an organisation to already be 
online and ‘Belonging to communities and understands the concerns of the communities...’ 
(ibid.:150) we are in the analysis taking a closer look at how it could have influenced the 
online communication with their customers that they had a Facebook page already with 
10.000 fans.  
 
Finally González-Herrero and Smith addresses the aftermath of the crisis. This is not a 
phase we will be working a lot with in our analysis but González-Herrero and Smith mentions 
one important fact; that the Internet allows for the crisis material to ‘live longer’ ‘... it is almost 
impossible to eradicate negative publicity from the Internet, even when the crisis is over’ 
(ibid.:151). This could for example be a You Tube video or an upset message on Facebook. 
Unless this sensitive material is deleted it will always be ‘alive’ on the Internet available for 
people to get their hands on.  
 
In conclusion to their article González-Herrero and Smith stress that executive decisions 
needs to made that will affect the core of traditional corporate culture (ibid.:151) again this is 
something that we are looking at in the SAS case, did the executive management recognise 
the need for online activities, did they before during and after the crisis understand the value 
of the media?  
 
 
4.3.5 Reflections on theoretical framework 
 
First of all Coombs’ SCCT provides us with a tool to identify what communications response 
strategy SAS used and also some indicators to how they were perceived by their 
stakeholder. By using the ideas about pre-existing factors and conditions of the crisis, we 
are able to understand how the situational elements affected the communication with their 
stakeholders. 
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The SCCT also gives us a perspective on time that is useful for us to highlight what time is, 
what it means in our case and in relation to the field of crisis communication. What the 
SCCT does not give us is an overall theoretical framework with a terminology and 
epistemology that we can investigate our case with. The SCCT does not provide a very 
comprehensive understanding of the stakeholders and why they act the way they do, the 
focus in the SCCT remains on the situational factors. To be able to see the case from a 
broader fuller perspective, with an understanding of all the actors, we are instead pulling on 
Berger’s social constructionist understanding of communications. 
 
Cameron outlines three steps in the process of crisis management that we related to the 
SAS case in this chapter and will use the concepts rooted within these steps to conduct the 
main analysis of the project. ‘Favourable positioning thus involves first understanding what 
factors within and without the organisation, play critical roles in the organisation’s ability to 
handle the crisis; second, based on the influence of these factors, what stance the 
organisation is likely to adopt; and third, what strategies are likely to be used based on the 
stance’ (Cameron, 2008:144). Even though contingency theory provides a clear structure of 
analysis there are some limitations in using it for the purpose of our investigation. The theory 
is mainly focusing on the ‘stance of the organisation in dealing with a given public, not the 
outcome of a public relation practice’ (ibid.:137). This means that we will need to expand our 
theoretical framework in order to analyse the public's or the customers' view. 
 
Furthermore, the theory is designed to investigate the entity of the crisis from the top down, 
meaning investigating all possible variables, that determine a stance, which then determent 
a particular strategy and a plan of action, implemented with particular tools. Based on the 
nature of our research we are approaching the problem from the opposite side. We take a 
particular tool that SAS used during the crisis as the point of departure, namely the 
Facebook page, and from the use of that tool we are attempting, based on the data gathered 
from both sides of the communication process, to determine what strategy was in place, 
what stance that strategy was based on and possibly to discuss what variables were crucial 
in the choice of that particular stance. 
 
The theory on social media presents us with different recent cases that illustrate different 
ways the medium has been utilised in a crisis situation. Each crisis situation is different and 
therefore different application is necessary. The cases provide a point of reference for the 
analysis of the ash-cloud crisis and the application SAS chose for the crisis. Furthermore, it 
allows us to analyse what communication processes were taking place on the Facebook 
page and who the participating actors were. 
 
Because the field of social media is so young and the development taking place is so rapid, 
we are relying on the most recent theoretical works as our theoretical foundation. The theory 
discusses different traits of social media such as speed, interaction and tone of voice, and 
juxtaposes it to the way traditional media is used during a crisis. The outlined characteristics 
provide the main ground for the analysis of how SAS was able to use the medium during the 
crisis. Ultimately, answering the question of how SAS was able to benefit from the specific 
characteristics of social media in the effort to manage the crisis. 
 
Gonzelez-Herrero and Smith in a way create a theoretical bridge between social media and 
crisis communication theory by translating Coombs’ SCCT to the online world. The theory 
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provides a temporal frame for the strategies of a crisis management effort by SAS, which 
makes it possible to outline different stages of the crisis and to understand the dynamics and 
processes of each stage.  
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5. Methodology 
 
5.1 Introduction to methodological framework 
 
We are working with the principles of grounded theory in our study, which means that we 
have a constant interaction between our theory and empirical data. As social constructionists 
we believe the social world consists of several social practices. With this constructionist 
approach in mind we have designed the structure for the thesis with a focus on the empirical 
material‘s ambiguity, meanings and productivity, which the grounded theory method requires 
(Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). After choosing our case we took our outset in the theory and 
designed our study by first reading up on the theoretical field, to get an understanding of 
how we best possible could approach the investigation. From here we began to look at our 
case study and collecting our empirical data to then again bring out our theory. We 
consulted our theoretical framework during the designing of our study, creating our interview 
guides and finally brought out both empirical and theoretical data to make categories for our 
analysis.  
 
We are working with grounded theory because it allows us to move back and forward 
between data and theory, giving us the opportunity to keep consulting new issues as they 
appear and investigate them further. This way we are constantly adding new data, the aim of 
this ongoing reshaping of the collected data is that it leads to a refined result of the study 
(Charmaz, 2006:14). 
 
If we hadn’t used grounded theory we would be limited to work deductively or inductively. 
Working deductively would have allowed us to investigate only what our theoretical 
framework laid out, giving us certain aspects of the case that related to theory but we 
couldn’t have treated new meaning emerging from our empirical data. We therefore believe 
the consequence of using a  purely deductive approach could have meant missing out on 
valuable results in our study. 
  
If we had decided to work only inductively we would have taken our outset in the data but 
without the possibility of keep going back and forward. With a grounded theory approach we 
can enter certain theoretical discussions that are not necessarily apparent in our data and 
then revisit our data to see it in a different light.   
 
Grounded theory doesn’t offer specific data collection methods and we have therefore 
chosen our methods based on the problem we are investigating, while still considering our 
science theoretical positioning (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000:514, Jensen, 2002:256). We here 
refer to Kvale from his Validity in the Qualitative Research Interview from 1987 where he 
states that ‘At least in principle, most contemporary research would recognize that its choice 
of methods must depend on what aspect of mediated communication is being examined, 
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and on the purpose of study – the ‘how’ of research depends on its ‘what’ and ‘why’’ (From 
Jensen, 2002:256). In our section about our choice of method we are arguing why the 
methods, we chose were the right ones to investigate our research objective. 
 
In our interviews we are constantly mindful that an interview is never just a matter of 
reporting opinions or stories but also a social action. The interviewee will always try to 
position themselves against the interviewer by establishing a desirable identity; this is not 
just valid in a face to face situation but also, and maybe even more so, when an interview is 
conducted online. In a situation where the interviewee will have more time to consider their 
response and are not positioned opposite the interviewer, answers tend to be more ‘socially 
desirable’ rather than a spontaneous answer (Fielding, 2008:272). This and other issues are 
discussed further in the section about the internet interview guide. 
 
 
5.2 Research structure and design 
 
 
Throughout our entire research we have been holding our research design and structure up 
against Kvale’s Seven Stages of an Interview Investigation (Kvale, 1996:88). From the same 
publication we have drawn on quality tools working with validity and generalisation, and 
finally a systematic approach leading us towards our categories for the analysis. Kvale’s 
methods have proven good at investigating the above mentioned dynamics and offers ideas 
about patterns and meanings when the researchers don’t have any preconceived ideas 
(ibid:69). At the same time, using Kvale and qualitative methods works in conjunction with 
our epistemological understanding. While our ontological assumption of the social world as a 
constantly evolving size, supports a research structure that allows for constant reflection and 
opportunities of revisiting previous convictions when new findings are made. Again this can 
be seen working in conjunction with our grounded theory approach 
 
Kvale emphasises the importance of ensuring integration of all the different research stages 
throughout the entire research process. ‘There are strong interconnections among the 
choices of method made at the different stages. A decision at one stage has consequences 
that both open and limit the alternatives available at the next stage’ (ibid.). The below figure 
shows how we have developed our research design and in the following sections in this 
chapter we are arguing for how we have used among others Kvale, to create sound 
methodological framework constantly keeping our research objective in mind.  
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In the initial stage we researched the different types of social media. The fact that we as 
researcher are users of social media ourselves, contributed to obtaining a pre-knowledge of 
the subject matter. Kvale points out that ‘familiarity of the content of the subject matter is not 
obtained only through literature and theoretical studies. Just hanging out in the environment 
where the interviews are to be conducted will […] provide a sense of what the interviewees 
will be talking about’  (Kvale, 1996:96). In our case the environment is Facebook and in 
preparation for the study we closely followed the development on the SAS Facebook page. 
The initial research also gave us a better idea of the questions we needed to ask when 
approaching customers through online interviewing. It was also through this research that 
we realised the value of the information the Facebook conversations had for our empirical 
data collection and we decided to extract it for further investigation in the analysis. 
 
The first stage also included a thematisation to structure your study, which relies on three 
questions, the ‘what: obtaining a preknowledge of the subject matter’  the ‘why: clarifying the 
purpose of the study’ and the how, which focuses on the choice of the most appropriate 
technique for data gathering based on the first two questions (Kvale 1996:95). The question 
of what was clarified at the very beginning of the investigation as a possible topic for the 
thesis was negotiated. The why is clarified in chapter one outlining our science interest in the 
topic, the what is covered in our case description, chapter two and finally we are in this 
chapter explaining the how by putting forward our methodological considerations. 
 
 
Theoretical 
framework  
 
Crisis communications theory 
 
Social media theories 
Initial research and 
thematising 
 
Empirical data 
collection – 
interviewing and 
transcribing: 
 
Interview with SAS’s head 
of social media  
 
Data gathering on 
Facebook 
 
Customer interviews 
 
 
 
Analysis 
 
Verifying, reflecting 
& concluding 
 
Designing the study 
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5.3 The choice of methods 
 
An important consideration in our case was the question of the interview forms (Kvale, 
1996:101). When choosing our methods for the study our objective was to identify a method 
that would give us both; a comprehension of SAS’s understanding of communication, in 
particular social media, but also information about how SAS’s communication was 
understood by their stakeholders. We therefore realised that several rounds of data 
collection would have to take place and not necessarily using the same methods. Fielding 
and Fielding writes that it is important to ‘...choose at least one method which is specifically 
suited to exploring the structural aspects of the problem and at least one which can capture 
the essential elements of its meaning to those involved.’ (Fielding and Fielding, 1986:34 
from Flick, 2007:66). The structural aspect of the problem appeared to be best uncovered by 
an informative interview with SAS, since they are holding the key to how the situation 
unfolded. This interview would also be able to tell us more about the meaning social media 
has to SAS.  But to uncover the essential elements of the meaning to the customers, we 
would have to speak to them. When seeking to uncover the reasons behind the customers’ 
choice of communicating on Facebook during the ash cloud crisis, we felt qualitative 
interviews would offer better insight in to, not just why the communication channel Facebook 
was preferred, but also the dynamics between organisation and stakeholder on the site.  
 
Using quantitative methods would have provided us with statistical information about the 
numbers of users, what the majority thought about using the media and it would had been 
useful to measure opinions and reoccurrences (Jensen, 2002:255). However, it would not to 
the same extent had been able to give us insight in to why the medium was preferred by the 
customers in this specific context, nor would it have offered us the comprehensive idea of 
SAS’s understanding of the medium in an organisational context.  
 
Focus groups would have been excellent at producing data about patterns, evaluations and 
negotiations in the groups, what the interview subjects could agree about and what they 
would disagree about (Halkier, 2008:10). It would have been beneficial to gather a focus 
group of customers to gain knowledge of their understanding of the communication with 
SAS. But the customers were spread on so many different countries it would have 
possessed geographical and logistical issues bringing them together and just using SAS 
customers from local areas would not have given us a representative sample. If we had 
chosen to gather a focus group we would also have had to consider how in focus groups you 
will not get the same extent of insight into the meaning the issue hold to the individual and 
their lived world (Kvale, 1996).  
 
We have ultimately chosen two different approaches along with extracting data from the 
SAS Facebook site. In order to achieve our research goals we evaluated that the best form 
for the interview with the head of social media was an individual semi-structured qualitative 
interview. The semi-structured interview design has a structured nature that will make it 
possible to stay on our track looking into our research problem but yet allow us to be flexible 
and dig deeper when issues of interest appear. The interview’s primarily function was to 
obtain factual information about the ash cloud crisis event and a broader understanding of 
the dynamics between customers and SAS.  
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5.3.1 Interview design 
 
During the designing stage of the interview we are relying on the three questions we 
answered during the thematising stage to decide on the specific methodological elements of 
the interview. 
 
The interview design is to a high degree influenced by our research question and the theory 
reviewed during the earlier stages. For the individual interview the structure is determined by 
a three stage approach outlined by Coombs, which he bases on earlier crisis 
communications theories by Fink and Mitroff. The three stages emphasise the temporal 
dimension of the crisis consisting of the pre-crisis, crisis event and the post-crisis. This 
theoretical categorisation was a determining factor in formulating the research questions for 
the interview and the questions for the interview guide. 
  
The first part of the interview deals with factual information about the informant himself, his 
position and involvement. This was important in order to insure the validity and relevance of 
the information provided by him. The second stage dealt with the strategic understanding of 
social media prior to the crisis. Thereafter we are asking questions targeted to investigate 
the dynamics of the social media use during the crisis. And finally, we conclude the interview 
asking about the consequences of the entire crisis and lessons learned (for the complete 
interview guide see appendix 4). 
  
A similar approach was used in the process of designing the customers interview, roughly 
following the pre-crisis, crisis event and the post-crisis structure. Further emphasis was put 
on the way customers were able to access the information, how they experienced 
communication with SAS on Facebook and their relationship with social media in general 
(for the complete interview guide see appendix 5) 
 
5.3.2 Online interviewing 
  
The second data collection is a qualitative internet interview conducted with 25 SAS 
customers who were affected by the flight disruptions and communicated with SAS on 
Facebook. In contrast to the individual interview these questions were targeted at the 
customers who were communicating with SAS through their Facebook page during the 
crisis. To support this information we have also been looking at some of the statements 
made by the customers online on SAS’s Facebook page. The idea behind this is to 
juxtapose the data obtained from SAS with the data from the customers, and when doing so 
gain insight into the overall dynamics of this particular use of social media. 
 
Interviewing on the Internet presents its own challenges but in our case also its advantages. 
Chris Mann and Fiona Stewart writes in their publication ‘Internet Communication and 
Qualitative Research’ in regards to the Internet interview that ‘all interviewees have to make 
choices about sampling, gain access to participants, make initial contact (Mann & Stewart, 
2000:82), give a rationale for the investigation, build trust or credibility (ibid.:136), 
persuade the participants to respond and give clear instructions (ibid:83) about the 
Roskilde University 2011, Communication, Thesis  Making friends in desperate times 
   
 
Michael Schmidt & Nynne Latsch Jespersen  38 
 
interview process.’ (Emphasis added) (ibid.:77). They emphasise a variety of different 
aspects essential for the success of the gathering of the empirical material on the Internet. In 
our case some of the aspects proved rather unproblematic due to the medium of Facebook 
that we are investigating. The aspect of sampling and access were solved by the specific 
focus of our study and the infrastructure provided by Facebook. The basic criteria of 
sampling our informants were that they were affected by the crisis and communicated 
through the SAS Facebook page during that time.  
 
To gain access to our informers we simply had to go far enough back on the wall of the SAS 
page to see the posts of the suitable informants. Each post had the name of the customer 
and a link to the personal Facebook profile. Even though it would not be difficult to identify 
the informant there were some limitations to access. The privacy settings of a Facebook 
profile can be adjusted in a way that it limits the information shown on the profile, but often 
there is still an option to send a direct message to the profile owner. This proved to be the 
case on most profiles and in our assessment was the most appropriate way to establish the 
initial contact. 
 
We built our argument regarding the rationale upon two aspects; on one hand we were 
basically asking for a favour to help students in their research. The second argument was 
that the informant would contribute to an academic progress and be a part of creating new 
knowledge for the greater good. 
 
Mann and Stuart also emphasise the importance of building trust or credibility. They talk 
about ‘‘atmosphere of suspicion’ which can exist when faceless researchers contact 
participants’ (ibid.:136). They suggest two ways to approach this potential problem. Firstly, it 
is vital to be ‘as open as possible about the purpose and process’ of our research (ibid.:136). 
In our message to the interviewee we briefly outlined what our research was about and 
revealed partly its progress e.g. that we had already been talking to SAS. We also clearly 
stated who we are and where we are from.  
 
Secondly, Mann and Stuart stress the importance of ‘self exposure’ (ibid.:137) meaning that 
the researcher reveals some of the personal information to make the interviewee more 
comfortable to share potentially personal information on his or her part. In regards to that 
aspect the informants had access to the public part of our Facebook profiles with our 
personal basic information, the list of our friends and the Facebook pages we like. We also 
disclosed that we were already collaborating with SAS and had their approval for the 
research. This hopefully added an additional motivation for the informants to answer our 
questions, as they could see that our research was considered serious enough by a large 
organisation such as SAS. 
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5.3.3 Data collection from Facebook 
 
When we decided to extract information from SAS’ Facebook wall it was based on an 
aspiration to affirm the information we had gathered during the two rounds of interviews by 
seeing the examples of the dialogue. The information from Facebook will vary from the other 
data because it is not told in retrospective specifically for us. Instead it derives directly from 
the two informants in our case study, SAS and their customers, who are communicating with 
each other trying to resolve each their crisis situation. Methodologically there are challenges 
to be addressed when gathering information like this, there are advantages and 
disadvantages.  
 
First of all the type of information doesn't fit into any category of traditional data collection. 
Though most of the considerations will be the same as with traditional data collection e.g. 
consideration of the selection and representation of people present on Facebook, our own 
role in the collection of data and what tools to interpret the data with. 
 
The collection of conversational data on SAS’s Facebook wall resembles observational 
techniques. Such techniques have proven useful in qualitative studies as they add another 
angle to ‘understand the social meanings which are constitutive of and reflected in human 
behaviour’ (Mann & Stewart, 2000:84). It is this effect that we are aiming at achieving, by 
using the data in our analysis to create concepts for further analysis.  
 
Because we are not participating actively in the online community we are investigating, this 
way of collecting data can seem passive and fail to do justice to the full spectrum of 
Internet’s social interactions. However, we will claim that based on similar studies in the 
online ethnographic research that ‘understanding online social life in its own right’ (Fielding, 
Lee & Blank, 2008:259) becomes the most important factor when it comes to making full use 
of online interactions. 
 
When it comes to addressing our own role in the study it is on the one hand information 
produced without the informant considering our role as researchers. But on the other hand, 
the informants have considered that it is an almost public forum which can be accessed by 
everyone with an interest and a Facebook account . Further, we have to be mindful that 
each of the informants would have had their own agenda trying to achieve something when 
writing the message, whether it could have been a customer looking to get compensation or 
SAS trying to make the situation look better, they would all have had a purpose for going 
online and writing on the wall. As mentioned in the previous section about online 
interviewing you lose the bodily dimension in terms of the meaning configuration (Halkier, 
2008:67), which can normally be valuable in particular when interpreting your data. 
However, in this situation the social interactions we are observing online fits extremely well 
with our research objective and we therefore see them as relevant and valid for the study 
(Halkier, 2008:67). 
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5.4 Interview situation and transcription 
 
Our first interview with our informant from SAS was semi-structured allowing us to ensure 
validity of the data, by complementing the pre-formulated questions with relevant follow up 
questions. The interviewee was cooperative and had a high level of insight into the 
processes during the crisis situation and seemed to be willing to elaborate freely on them. 
 
Due to the nature of the second interview, the possibility of spontaneous probing questions 
was restricted. This was attempted balanced with thoroughly thought through questions, 
which already included possible probing questions. This was done by programming the 
survey logic in a way so that certain questions would appear if a certain answer was given in 
previous questions. 
 
The phase of transcribing differed in the two different interview forms. The first interview was 
conducted in person and was entirely transcribed. Our choices of how to transcribe the 
interview were made with regards to the purpose of the obtained data. The data was to be 
used primarily to obtain factual information about the crisis situation and the handling of it 
through social media and not to interpret the lived world of our subject. 
 
The interviews of the customers have been conducted in written form, so that the answers 
were already transcribed. We have used an online survey tool, which provided the possibility 
of exporting all the answers to a spreadsheet, which gave an overview of all the answers 
that then could be analysed. 
 
 
5.5 Method for analysis 
 
To conduct the analysis we are relying on Kvale’s concept of meaning categorisation. In the 
process we are using the methods of coding by Atkinson and Coffey as they provide a more 
elaborate and detailed method. Categorisation of our data provides a pre-step for our 
analysis giving us a clearer focus and emphasising the importance in our data. 
 
The pre-step is initiated through the coding process where we are finding codes in our 
empirical data collection influenced by our theoretical literature and research questions. We 
are generating concepts from our codes to make it easier to rigorously ‘review what our data 
are saying’ (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996:27) and lay a profound foundation for the categories 
the analysis. We are decontextualising, reassembling and recontextualising the data. The 
new context for the data is reducing and then expanding the data (Coffey & Atkinson, 
2002:31). 
 
We are then able to formulate our main analysis categories based on the coding and the 
concepts of the empirical data. In the analysis chapter we are clearly explaining our strategy 
for the analysis and how we in practice are using the methods. 
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5.6 Validity and reliability 
 
As social constructionists we are working with implementing validity and reliability through all 
phases of our study. The systematic approach to our study, along with the argumentation for 
our choices of methods and theories in relation to our research question, are effective 
factors when it comes to ensuring validity. We are continuing throughout the study to argue 
for our analytical choices and results, to make sure that our procedures are transparent to 
the reader, we are not just focusing on what we have done but also how we have done it 
(Olsen, 2002:227).  
 
In this section we are focusing on the communicative validity; here we are arguing that our 
research is sound and usable in a scientific context. This is argued for in chapter one and in 
our conclusion where we discuss our contribution to knowledge. We are also arguing for the 
more pragmatic validity of our study and how it can be used in ‘the real world’ to give some 
indicators of how our findings can be used as guidelines for using social media in crisis 
communications. It has always been our intention that our research to some extent will be 
useful for, as Miles & Huberman puts it ‘its participants, both researchers and researched - 
and for its consumers’ (Miles & Huberman, 1994:280 From Olsen, 2002:247). Whether the 
research can be used by others to help them achieve ‘desired results’ depends on the ability 
of the analysis results to inform about new knowledge (Olsen, 2002:247). This will be an 
important topic in our conclusion. 
 
Finally, we will throughout the entire study argue for the craftsmanship of our work, 
‘decisions and actions should be documented systematically and in detail’ (Coffey & 
Atkinson, 1996:190), and in the analysis reflect on our results, and again question our 
results to ensure they are based on sound scientific research. We have therefore been 
asking ourselves in the above methodology chapter if the overall structure of the study is 
sound. Do the separate research elements work together or are we contradicting ourselves; 
are the research design, the data collection and the strategy for the analysis in accordance 
with the problem? We are also considering the coherence of the theme, methodology, 
analytical tools and the science theory positioning (Olsen, 2002:322).  
 
We are in the above section on Choice of method arguing for our procedure and selection 
criteria when we are choosing our informants. Our informants are chosen to analyse the 
social phenomena occurring when, as in crisis situations like the ash cloud crisis, 
stakeholders and organisation meet in a negotiation about aspects and opinions of the 
situation (Olsen, 2002:324).  
 
We have also considered issues like the trustworthiness of our informants; the possibility 
that the interviewee as a representative of SAS would lean towards portraying the company 
in a better light and by doing so possibly holding back the more critical assessments (Olsen, 
2002:233). When we approached the customers the risks were that some informants would 
lean towards expressing their opinions similar to a customer service interview and possibly 
pushing a personal agenda rather than to elaborate on the questions. These issues will be 
taken into account in the analysis and measures were also taken during the interview phase. 
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Careful probing during the individual interview and precise wording of the written interview 
questions aimed at preventing such tendencies and preserving the validity in both of the 
interview settings.  
 
The objective with using a case study is to be able to say something about the essences and 
dynamics of the research problem. We chose our case purposively of it telling us something 
specific about our research problem (Neergaard, 2001:11). Our case study consist of social 
interactions that are placed is a specific context and it is argued that such a case study 
cannot be used to say anything about general conditions in society in the same way as a 
study based on quantitative data would. The aim of this research study is not to say anything 
about general solutions to crisis communications, or relationships between organisations 
and their customers, but to investigate the dynamics and complexity of the research 
objective. Based on our research we aim to find concepts and patterns that can be 
transferred to other similar cases. (Neergard, 2002:41 & Kvale, 1996). 
 
 
5.7 Reflections on methodology 
 
We are critically considering our use of methods in the study, we are aware that by not using 
some methods we are missing out on certain aspect of knowledge. However, we are 
convinced that by choosing to work with different types of qualitative interviews and data 
extraction from SAS’s Facebook site, we have chosen the best method to investigate our 
research objective. The combination of the data collection along with the use of the 
Facebook messages are ensuring us that we are having our problem highlighted from 
different angles and it is giving us a clearer idea of the dynamics in the field. We have 
listened to the stories of everyone involved in the case and can therefore analyse the 
various understandings of the communication processes.  
  
We realise that collecting qualitative data online through a survey programme presented us 
with challenges. We have been able to make probing questions during the interview and 
make the interviewees elaborate on their answers. We have managed to solve the issue by 
programming the survey to continue to exhaust certain topics important for our research. 
When we revisited the data for interpretation we managed through the coding process to pull 
out meanings, themes and essences. We made an effort not to treat our data as quantitative 
data, which entails not counting or looking to find patterns in the numbers. 
 
Grounded theory as the overall methodological direction for our studies has provided us with 
a good understanding of the communication processes taking place in our case. We are 
benefitting from being able to consult our theory while we are working with our empirical 
data, in particular when we created interviews guides it became an advantage.  
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6. Analysis 
 
6.1 Introduction to analysis 
 
In our analysis we are looking to find answers to how the communication online on 
Facebook between SAS and their customers can be interpreted. We have split our analysis 
up in two parts first focusing on the strategic aspects of the case looking to establish if the 
communication on Facebook was a strategic process. The second part focuses on social 
media and what dynamics the medium added to the crisis event. 
 
Finally, we are looking to establish if the introduction of the new media can change the way 
big organisations are communicating with their customers. We are considering if the 
customers have been empowered and how these dynamics specifically work in a crisis 
situation.  
 
 
6.2 Analysis strategy 
 
Again in the analysis we are using the principles of grounded theory to give us a flexible 
approach to our analysis structure. This means that we are throughout our analysis 
interchanging between our theory and our empirical data. The grounded theory approach 
emphasises the importance of using a sound coding method to ‘define and categorize your 
data’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000:515). Our objective when working with our data in the analysis 
is not just to simplify and reduce the data, but to open up the data in order to interrogate it 
further to try to identify and speculate about further features. This is giving us the possibility 
to expand the conceptual frameworks and dimensions for analysis (Coffey & Atkinson, 
1996:30).  
 
As described in the method of analysis in chapter 5 we chose data analysis methods based 
on our research objective while focussing on including the principles of grounded theory. 
This brought us to work with the ideas of coding of Kvale and Coffey & Atkinson; approaches 
that work well together in terms of searching for meanings and interpreting qualitative data. 
To commence our analysis, we have taken our starting point at our empirical data; the 
interview with SAS’s head of social media, the customers and the data extracted from SAS’s 
Facebook page.  
 
We are each reading through the data, picking out words that are particularly meaningful in 
their context that we consider relevant for our research objective. By mapping all the codes 
grouping, comparing, holding them up against each other and removing them again, we are 
able to group the codes into concepts. During this process, the theory is revisited and taken 
into consideration in the process of coding and conceptualising we are decontextualising, 
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reassembling and recontextualising the data (Coffey & Atkinson, 2002:31). This process is 
helping us ensuring that we are not missing essential meanings and dynamics in the data, 
with the aim being to get as much valuable information out of our data as possible.  
 
Next step is to work with Kvale’s meaning categorisation to create categories for further 
analysis. The technique is based on the idea that ‘the interview is coded into categories’ 
(Kvale, 1996:192). We are choosing the essential information and creating concepts from 
our data. We are then grouping them into categories. Again here we are using our theories 
to show us how we can create categories that are relevant to the field we are investigating. 
The essential data in our concepts is being held up against our theory and categories are 
created ready for our analysis.  
 
From the categorisation process in the analysis we now move into a more systematically 
exploration that will help us generate meanings from our data (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996:46). 
This is where our analysis strategy will take a more interpretative and analytical turn 
searching out  patterns, themes, regularities, contrasts, paradoxes and irregularities (Coffey 
& Atkinson, 1996:47).  
 
While we see our strategy for the analysis as a sound way of getting access to our data we 
are conscious that though the coding has a mechanistic aspect to it, the method is still 
based on our choices and interpretation ‘We need to decide... not only what levels of data to 
tag with codes but also what levels of generality or detail to go into’ (Coffey & Atkinson, 
1996:37). We therefore acknowledge that our own role and preconceptions play a big part in 
how the analysis will be conducted. 
 
6.3 From codes to categories 
 
We developed concepts based on the codes we extracted from our data; the codes were 
picked out as words or sentences that we found relevant to the scientific objective. In the 
example below we are showing how we identified words we found meaningful to our study.   
 
6.3.1 Codes 
 
The words highlighted below in the interview sample were picked out of the paragraph as 
codes:  
 
A: I think the advantages is that you get stuff out there really, really fast and you decide 
when. You can use different tone of voice really on Facebook and social media, then on 
traditional media. Sending a press release is very different the telling your friends on 
Facebook what’s going on. You can interact, you can get an idea what people are feeling 
about you, what the responses are and we are looking also at now first test of crowd 
sourcing to use Facebook to recruit beta testers for the iPhone app.  
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Really, really fast is our informant adding a characteristic to social media. Here the informant 
is emphasising the speed of information travelling between SAS and the customer. Based 
on our research objective we found it relevant to investigate further in our analysis to identify 
whether this particular trade of social media had an effect on SAS crisis communication 
during the ash cloud crisis. 
Tone of voice is highlighted because it seems to be a strategic consideration by SAS but 
also in this case it is mentioned as a characteristic of social media, our informant holds it up 
against traditional media emphasising the change in communication from one media to the 
other, which provides the grounds for analysis if there is a change taking place in the field of 
crisis communication. 
Interact was chosen as a code because it is addressed as an attribute of social media. In 
this case the informant is discussing the value instant feedback has to SAS and their work in 
terms of it being part of the organisation’s new strategic approach to integrate social media 
in more of their work. 
 
6.3.2 Concepts 
 
We are composing a comprehensive list of these codes. Each code was written down on a 
yellow post-it so that it could be arranged thematically on a larger canvas. That method 
provides a visual overview and gives an idea of the relevance and consistency of different 
codes. Based on the thematic division, the different codes were then put into groups that 
formed the foundation for the concepts. The three main concepts were strategy, internal and 
Facebook features.  
 
The strategy concept focuses on strategic elements of the crisis; most of the codes we 
identify are considered as part of SAS’s strategic approach how they view it themselves. 
There is a temporal dimension that also can be observed as the time before the crisis is 
treated differently than the time after. Other codes give insight into how the customers 
evaluate the strategic aspect of SAS’s communication.  
 
The concept internal includes the codes that to some extent relate to the internal 
organisational attributes that were relevant for the communication process; these include 
themes of the origin of initiative and personnel, but also overall organisational 
characteristics.  
 
The last concept Facebook attributes contains codes that deal with the different attributes of 
social media. This was by far the largest group and was hence thematically divided into 
different subcategories. We labelled the different subgroups positives, negatives, tone of 
voice, relationships/interactions, speed and new vs. old media. Positives and negatives deal 
with a variety of aspects of the medium and the different effects they can have on the 
communication process. The next three subgroups emphasise three specific attributes that 
received increased attention within the data. The last subgroup deals with the relation 
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between the old medium such as a phone and Facebook as the new medium and how they 
influence each other.  
 
In the following section the categories that were derived from the concepts are outlined. In 
some cases the concepts provided a direct foundation for the category, in others the 
concepts were combined or rearranged to create relevant categories. 
 
6.3.3 Categories 
 
In line with the crisis communication theory by Coombs and Cameron, a crisis response is 
influenced by different situational factors (Coombs, 2007) or contingencies (Cameron, 2008). 
These are described as internal and external variables. This category is created for the 
purpose of investigating the influential factors that led to the particular use of Facebook by 
SAS. 
 
The theory discusses how the different variables lead to the specific strategy, or the lack of 
the same. This category will be used to examine which, if any, strategic considerations were 
made by SAS and how the strategy was perceived by the customers. We are distinguishing 
between the strategic efforts before, during and after the crisis, and the process of 
development is also investigated here. 
 
Within the category old vs. new we are investigating how Facebook as a medium is used as 
a crisis communication tool compared to other means used for the same purpose. It is 
important to emphasise that a comprehensive analysis of the two types of media is not 
possible based on our empirical data. Our point of departure was the use of social media. In 
the process of gathering data, information was provided by the informants that indicated why 
Facebook was used, advantages and disadvantages in relation to some of the other tools 
our informants used during the crisis. This category will be utilised to analyse different 
characteristics of the medium and their impact on our case. 
 
Some characteristics of Facebook appeared more frequently and had more significance in 
the context where they were found. Three of these were therefore treated as separate 
categories of the analysis. 
 
The category of interaction and relationships treats the different possibilities that Facebook 
offered during the crisis. First and foremost we are focusing on the interaction taking place 
between SAS and its customers, but we also investigate the relevance of interaction the 
customers engaged with one another. In this category we are also discussing the nature of 
the relationships that are created on Facebook and what it means to the customer to initiate 
a ‘friendship’ with SAS online. 
The category that we labelled tone of voice is inspired by a direct quote from the interview 
with the head of social media. The category analyses how the language SAS used on 
Facebook is different to other channels of communication and what effects it had on the 
communication process. The focus in our study is not to do a comparative analysis and we 
have not collected the necessary data for such investigation. However, we are able to derive 
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statements made by both SAS and the customers in regards to the language used on the 
page. In the process we are not attempting to conduct a linguistic analysis, but rather 
investigate how the way of talking influenced people’s perceptions, feelings and the 
atmosphere of the communication. 
 
The last category deals with the speed of the communication process taking place on the 
SAS page. Here we are focusing on if and how SAS was able to utilise this characteristic 
and how it corresponded with customers expectations. We will also engage in a discussion 
about how speed as a characteristic of Facebook influences the communication processes 
taking place on social media sites. 
 
6.4 Analysis part 1: The communication situation in light of crisis 
communication 
 
6.4.1 Introduction 
 
The theories we are working with in part 1 of the analysis are primarily crisis communication 
theories. We are in particular aiming to answer our first research question: How strategic 
does the implementation of social media by an organisation during a crisis communication 
have to be in order to succeed?  
 
We are first investigating the influences, both externally and internally, that shaped the 
course of the events in the crisis situation to establish the grounds for SAS to base their 
strategic decisions on. Coombs’ theory about crisis response and Cameron’s contingency 
factors plays a vital role to us in this section. Coombs addresses the pre-existing factors 
along with the nature of the crisis and help us identify these factors in our data so we can 
investigate what founded the base for SAS’s decisions and their plan for a response 
strategy.  
 
6.4.2 Internal and external variables 
 
Though external variables have as much emphasis in our theory as internal variables, we 
are not finding evidence in our data that the external variables had as much influence on the 
outcome of our case as the internal variables. In our data we found a lot of codes relating to 
internal factors that played a role in shaping the course of the crisis handling; we are 
therefore using Cameron’s theory about internal variables to a higher extent than Coombs’ 
theoretical discussion. 
 
External variables 
Both Coombs and Cameron emphasise the importance of the origin of the crisis. In our case 
the origin can be considered an external variable. The crisis does not originate from an 
internal mistake or a scandal; it takes place because of a volcano eruption. This is crucial to 
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note because even though SAS’s customers experience inconvenience, they are not able to 
fully blame SAS. This creates a very case specific dynamic and makes it easier for SAS to 
handle the crisis. One confirmation of the importance of this factor can be found on the page 
wall when a customer voices his frustration with the situation about the cancellation of the 
flight and poor conditions at the airport. SAS responds by trying to emphasise the nature of 
the situation, ‘we ask for your patience as this incident is way beyond SAS' control’. 
Thereafter another customer joins the conversation and takes the side of SAS, writing ‘well, i 
guess its called force majure...not really SAS fault..am currently stuck at another airport....g. 
Not like 'anybody' could be blamed for a volcano...’ (SAS Facebook wall: April 15, 2010 at 
11:08pm). There is no way of knowing if the customer defending SAS is an SAS employee, 
at least he is not identifying himself as such, but the effect that customers are showing the 
support for SAS is achieved.  
 
What we are seeing here is that it has been important for the relationship between SAS and 
their customers that SAS couldn’t be blamed for the crisis. It has made it easier for the 
customer to maintain a positive relationship with SAS and SAS has been able to enter the 
situation as a reliable ‘friend in need’ who is helping out their customers. Obviously, had 
SAS not managed to handle the crisis professionally by supporting their stranded customers 
then it wouldn’t have mattered that the origin of the crisis hadn’t been their fault, they would 
still have been an object of criticism.  
 
Another external variable emphasised by Coombs is whether organisational image has been 
damaged by previous incidents. This plays an important role because it would influence the 
way customers view the organisation. An already damaged reputation would make it more 
difficult for SAS to handle a new crisis, because the customers might refer to a previous 
incident and magnify the negative effect. It has not been our focus to make statements about 
how the customers view SAS in light of previous occurrences, but for the purpose of validity 
we are relying on earlier studies conducted by Helder, Bredenlöw & Nørgaard, which treated 
examples of earlier crises occurrences. In 2007, SAS experienced landing gear failures with 
their Bombardier Dash 8-Q400 planes, which resulted in emergency landings. After the third 
incident of landing gear failures with the same type of airplanes, SAS decided to remove all 
the planes from their airline fleet. Because the blame was placed on the producer of the 
airline and SAS’s pilots managed to safely put the planes on the ground without any 
personal damage this incident doesn’t seem to have left a mark on SAS’s image. 
 
Through the communication with the customers, and from what we can establish, SAS had 
what appears to be an intact reputation. We believe this has been an important factor when 
customers considered who to blame and who to trust in the crisis. It would have been 
important to the customers who they had flown with when they got stranded and whether 
they could rely on their airline to help them getting home and pay for their additional costs. If 
we look at what Kresten Schultz Jørgensen, CEO of advertising agency Lead Agency, thinks 
about SAS’s brand and then presume that SAS’s customers have a similar picture of the 
organisation then they would have felt in good hands ‘The classic SAS brand stands for 
traditional values such as aviation safety, quality, strong traffic program peppered with 
design and functional product benefits’ (Jørgensen, 2010). If the customers trusted SAS and 
thought highly of the airline they would have been more willing to enter a dialogue with SAS 
and by that giving SAS the opportunity to make their relations continuous positive. We 
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gather from this look at SAS’s reputation that their reputational status, when the crisis hit, 
has helped SAS to manage damage to their reputation. 
 
Cameron has a special focus on the variables or contingencies, which lay the foundation for 
his theoretical elaborations. Here we are dividing the variables according to the matrix of 
contingency factors introduced by Cameron. He discusses around 80 different contingencies 
or variables. In our case we are focusing on four sets of characteristics that constitute the 
internal variables relevant to our case. These sets are organisational characteristics, public 
relations department characteristics, characteristics of dominant coalition (top management) 
and individual characteristics (public relations practitioners, domestic coalition, and line 
managers). 
 
Organisational characteristics 
According to Cameron characteristics of the organisation play an important role in how the 
communication is conducted. 
 
The first characteristic is the existence or nonexistence of issue management officials or 
program. In the interview with the head of social media we asked about the existence of a 
crisis communication plan. He describes a very structured approach during a crisis situation, 
with a designated team that takes over the control of the organisation; a dark site, which is a 
prepared website that is launched in case of a crisis, along with other measures (Interview 
with SAS 2010:6). We believe this proves that SAS is an organisation that takes crisis 
management seriously and is willing to invest resources in order to be adequately prepared 
in the case of crisis. Even though this consciousness exists, what is relevant to note for our 
investigation is the lack of strategic consideration of social media in regards to crisis 
communication. This is confirmed by the head of social media who, when asked about the 
role of social media, says, ‘Nothing, it was not part of crisis communication at all’ (SAS 
interview 2010:7).  
 
Another variable is speed of growth in knowledge level the organisation uses. Here we are 
focusing on the level and the speed of SAS’s adaptation in regards to technical knowledge. 
We understand SAS as technologically adaptable; we see it adopt different possibilities to 
communicate to their customers they use a website, chat, computerised enquiry system 
called Ask Eva and SMS. Social media is also adopted to some extent, but not in regards to 
crisis communication, at least before the ash cloud crisis. We see this adaptability to 
technology as an important factor when we are looking at how the organisation is quick to 
utilise social media as a channel for their crisis communication.  
 
An insight into the distribution of decision-making power can explain the processes taking 
place during the crisis. The data from the interview with SAS indicates that the organisation 
is generally open to input from within. The Facebook page was allowed to be established but 
the initiative did not receive any active support. More importantly as the crisis took place the 
communication department and the director of online strategy and communications were 
able to make fast decisions in regards to adopting and focusing on a tool previously not used 
for the purpose of crisis communication. The head of social media describes that a fast and 
spontaneous decision to focus on Facebook was implemented. ‘What happened was [the 
director of online strategy and communications] just went out and into her offices and said, 
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you, you, you, you, come here’ (SAS interview 2010:7). This shows that she had the 
decision power necessary to take such an important decision, which contributed greatly to 
the outcome of the crisis effort. 
 
The final organisational characteristic deals with the corporate culture. Also, here it is not 
possible to make elaborate statements, due to the nature of our data, but it is possible to 
draw some conclusions based on our interviews. Even though SAS is not very fast in 
adopting social media in their communication they, as an organisation shows flexibility in a 
crisis communication. The head of social media reports that he was given the freedom to 
focus on communication efforts by his line manager even though at that point he was not 
even part of the communication department, ‘I went to my boss and I said I have to work on 
this and I got a ‘fine just go ahead and do it’ (SAS interview 2010:8). This flexibility can be 
categorised as part of corporate culture and is an important factor that played a role in the 
communication efforts. 
 
Public relations department characteristics 
The second set of characteristics relates to the public relations department. Firstly, we 
discuss the potential of the department to practice various models of public relations. This 
characteristic lays the foundation for being able to adopt a new medium such as Facebook. 
We are unable to make exhaustive statements about the other communication measures 
taken by the communication department, since that is not the focus of our investigation.  
 
Our data indicates that website, phones, SMS and email were used. Even though in the 
case of Facebook the adaptation process was rather slow with initial disregard, ‘I asked 
them and they said, whatever’ (SAS interview 2010:3), the effort was made to establish the 
medium as a marketing tool, ‘a marketing campaign called the global fortune, a Facebook 
game’ (SAS interview 2010:3), and during and after the volcano eruption as a crisis 
communication tool. This is a clear indication that the potential definitely was there to 
embrace a different approach, even though the implementation was rather slow. 
 
Secondly, we discuss the importance of the autonomy of department. As touched upon in 
the organisational characteristics, the flexible corporate culture provides a basis for an 
autonomous communication department. When discussing where the initiative of Facebook 
implementation originated, the head of social media points out that the department took over 
the Facebook page and then started using it for marketing purposes. He emphasises that it 
was not dictated from above but rather ‘it came more from mid-level marketing and 
communication’ (SAS interview 2010:4). This and the fact that the director of online strategy 
and communications was quickly able to mobilise a team focusing on Facebook 
communication is a clear indication for a department that is able to function independently. 
 
Amount of time/funding available for dealing with external public also plays a crucial role. A 
clear change in strategy and practice is observed here, before and after the crisis. As 
described by the head of social media only limited resources were allocated to Facebook 
implementation before the crisis. In the initial stages the efforts rested upon individual 
initiatives, partially even outside their work hours, ‘it has been more or less people doing it in 
their spare time. One person in EuroBonus program and then we have one or two in the 
communications department that did it, ad hoc more or less’ (SAS interview 2010:3). The 
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situation changed drastically during and after the crisis. During the crisis human resources 
were quickly allocated in the Facebook communication and also after the crisis there was a 
lot of support resource-wise from the senior management. The head of social media 
elaborates, ‘It opened the eyes of senior management, so now it’s like when we say we 
need ten people we get twenty’ (SAS interview 2010:11). He also refers to two crises after 
the volcano eruption in Iceland where the strategy was implemented and resources 
allocated, namely a pilot strike in Sweden and a strike among security personal in Norway. 
We understand it as logical that during a crisis situation an organisation is willing to invest 
more resources in their communication. The interesting aspect is the amount of resources 
allocated to SAS’s social media communication, which indicates that senior management 
was willing to test the media for crisis communications purposes. 
 
The last characteristic relating to the public relation department is the general 
communication competency of the department. In our data we can draw conclusions in 
respect to that characteristic based on a description of the team that was assembled for the 
purpose of Facebook communication; ‘we had a group that were really dedicated, had wide 
knowledge and also a very wide contact base, because often you would sit and I don’t know 
the answer but I know somebody who does’ (SAS interview 2010:8). This indicates a healthy 
approach, since communication competency not only relates to individual communication 
skills but also the ability to give fast and targeted information, which was provided by a 
diverse team. 
 
Characteristics of dominant coalition (top management) 
In regards to top managements characteristic we have to rely on the information provided by 
the head of social media since we did not have access to higher level management officials. 
One of the characteristics Cameron emphasises is the support and understanding of PR. 
Our data provides limited knowledge here, but there are still parts that let us draw 
conclusions about the top management’s characteristics. 
 
The head of social media pinpoints the timing of the support of social media as a crisis 
communication tool and as communication tool in general to the ash cloud crisis. He states, 
‘What really opened the mind of the senior management was the volcano, the ash crisis. 
This was when people on senior level figured out, man this is important stuff’ (SAS interview 
2010:4). This openness leads also, as mentioned above to the release of resources for 
future crises (ibid.:11). This illustrates the ability of the senior management to recognise a 
successful initiative from mid-range management, to acknowledge it and provide the 
necessary resources to sustain and develop it. 
 
Individual characteristics  
The last set deals with the individual characteristics within SAS. Cameron outlines several 
characteristics that are relevant for our case: Comfort level with change and extent to 
openness to innovation are on the individual level more apparent than on the organisational 
level. These two characteristics deals with the question of individual initiative, play an 
important role within our data. It is important to note that the initiative to use social media 
and Facebook in particular did not originate from above but gradually over the years 
developed out of the ranks of SAS.  
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The head of social media indicates in the interview that it was him, who established the SAS 
Facebook page. His motivation was not very strategic and was driven by curiosity and 
interest for new media, ‘at that time I was thinking let’s try it, let’s see where it takes us, 
cause everything was kind of new’ (SAS interview 2010:4).  
 
This clearly indicates openness to innovation, even though at that time he was not part of 
the communication department. Another example of individual initiative is the way the 
director of online strategy and communications approached the implementation of Facebook 
as a crisis management tool, as described by the head of social media. Our data indicates 
that at the beginning of the crisis Facebook was not strategically considered as we discuss 
in depth within the next chapter. Nevertheless an individual, the director of online strategy 
and communications department, demonstrated a high comfort level with change and great 
openness to innovation, by adjusting the strategy in quite a significant way and relocating 
the resources. This is also a clear indication for another characteristic outlined by Cameron, 
namely the ability to recognize potential and existing problems. This initiative shows that the 
director of online strategy and communications department recognised the potential negative 
implications of not responding to customers’ requests on Facebook. 
 
Another initiative by individuals is that SAS employees engaged in crisis communication 
using their private Facebook profiles. One specific example is described by our interviewee; 
‘some people would go online as private people using their private accounts answering 
questions like we had stuff going on in Bangkok passengers complaining, they couldn’t get 
through on the phones so our local Thai staff would go on Facebook and say ‘oh you can 
call me on this number I’m here call me I help you get on a flight’ (SAS interview 2010:4). 
Nothing in the data indicates that this practice was the result of specific instructions from 
above but that it rather was the initiative of individuals in the middle of the crisis. 
 
The last characteristic outlined by Cameron that we are discussing is the communication 
competency of individuals. As we mentioned in the section on public relations department 
characteristics, SAS was able to quickly assemble a diverse team that built the core of the 
Facebook communication effort. Here the head of social media outlines several criteria 
considered for the members of the Facebook team. Besides being from different parts of the 
company and having diverse fields of expertise he emphasises the knowledgeability within 
the dynamics of social media, including the way of talking; ‘and we had some people that we 
already knew were using social media privately and we knew that they would have a good 
tone of voice and also a good understanding of what was going on’ (SAS interview 2010:8). 
This shows that communication competency played an important role in selection of the 
Facebook team members. 
 
6.4.3 SAS’s strategic considerations 
 
To commence this analysis category we are referring to our social constructionist view in the 
theoretical framework where we are establishing that SAS’s customers are informed and 
capable people working towards achieving their own goals. This understanding of the 
customers is important to us when we are discussing how SAS strategically are responding 
to the crisis situation. 
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Most of the theories we are using have more or less the same chronological approach to the 
crisis life cycle (Coombs, 2007:17-20, Heide, 2009:55, González-Herrero and Smith, 2008) 
using a pre-crisis, during the crisis and after the crisis split between the various phases. We 
are examining the strategic considerations using the same approach. 
 
Pre-crisis 
When we interviewed SAS’s head of social media we were informed that SAS had several 
crisis communication plans in place for different types of crisis, none of these did prior to the 
ash cloud crisis contain any mention of social media.  
 
In general there was not a very big focus on social media in the communications 
department. When we interviewed the head of social media it is explained to us that he has 
just commenced this newly created position, this is obviously after the ash cloud crisis, and 
prior to the crisis he was based in e-commerce. He describes the attitude towards social 
media and his previous attempts to open a Facebook page for SAS as very indifferent ‘I 
asked them and they said, whatever…’ (Interview with SAS, 2010:3). We see the fact that 
SAS during 2009 starts working with the Facebook page, which our interviewee created for 
them in his spare time, as slow but however still recognition of the potential of using the 
media in the organisation. The first Facebook campaign the communications team launched 
was a marketing campaign wanting to get customers to sign up to the SAS Facebook page 
by making them pressing the Like button. By the beginning of 2010 they had approximately 
10.000 fans liking SAS.  
 
Though this approach to social media can hardly be seen as very proactive nor strategic it 
still meant that SAS was on Facebook and had already created a channel for communication 
with their customers. When we look at González-Herrero and Smith’s model for crisis 
management online they emphasise the importance of online two-way communication; 
already being in touch with your audience by having established a channel to monitor and 
communicate with your audience in case a crisis should strike ‘...building open and honest 
relationships with key influencers establishes a company’s credibility and may prevent crises 
or at least minimize the damage they can do’ (González-Herrero and Smith, 2008:147). This 
is backed by Coombs who in his situational crisis communications theory addresses the 
need for a platform that allows two-way communication with stakeholders ‘communication 
with stakeholders is a two-way process’ (Coombs, 2007:132).  
 
This clearly indicates that SAS had a huge advantage by already having a platform and 
smaller network set up. When we are looking at how many of the customers we interviewed 
were already on the SAS Facebook page it is a matter of six out of 17 and if we look at how 
they heard about the Facebook page some reply that they heard about it through friends on 
Facebook ‘Read a status update from a friend who recommended it’ (Customer, 2010:AF27) 
this clearly indicates that being a part of a social network online had established a channel 
where customers felt they could get in touch with SAS.  
 
On the 15th April 2010 parts of the Swedish and Norwegian air space is closed during the 
night and at 11.17pm you see the first post by a customer saying that some airports have 
closed, the customer places a link to Norwegian website Avinor, a service that has 
responsibility for all state owned airports in Norway ‘The ash from the volcano on Iceland 
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has reached Norway and some airports are already closed so all travellers check 
www.avinor.no’ (translated from Norwegian SAS Facebook wall: April 14, 2010 at 11.17pm). 
This website already has information about the closing of the air space. At 8.43am SAS puts 
a post on their wall, from an iPhone, telling their customers that the Norwegian air space is 
closed and that more information will be posted later on their Facebook and Twitter pages 
‘Norwegian airspace is closed due to volcanic eruption in Iceland. We'll be back with more 
information soon. Stay tuned. Follow us on Twitter @flysas’ (SAS Facebook wall: April 15, 
2010 at 8.43am).  
 
So what we are seeing here is that customers, as soon as they hear about a matter that can 
disturb their travel plans, log on to the SAS Facebook page and place their query on the 
Facebook wall. SAS are not online at that time though we can presume that they are well 
aware of an emerging threat from the ash cloud in Iceland. The first post is only placed on 
the wall just around the time in the morning that most office workers would normally start 
work, that it is uploaded from an iPhone does however suggest a bit of urgency, as if there 
wasn’t even time to come in the office and turn on the computer. At this point there has 
already been four enquiries on SAS’s Facebook wall and several note that other airlines and 
websites already have got the information up on their website but that SAS are not posting 
anything ‘You are being informed about the problems in regards to the ash cloud on 
norwegian.no and wideroe.no, but not on sas.no. Strange.’ (translated from Norwegian SAS 
Facebook wall: April 15, 2010 at 1:29am). This implies that SAS weren’t out early enough 
with information to their customers and that the customers went to the Facebook page to 
search for the information they couldn’t find anywhere else. It appears that SAS was not 
prepared for handling the crisis questions on Facebook and that they hadn’t considered 
utilising the channel and its ‘round-the-clock dynamic’. 
 
So customers are logging on to SAS’s Facebook page as they hear about the flight 
disruptions and starting to ask questions. We know from our interview with SAS’s head of 
social media that SAS’s communications team are looking after the Facebook page 
‘February last year we opened and then communication department took ownership’ 
(Interview with SAS, 2010:3). So the communications team recognises when they start work 
on the 15th April 2010 that their customers are online asking questions on Facebook. They 
start gradually, as they receive more information, to update the Facebook page during the 
day and at 10.59am they reply personally to a customer who has a question about refunds. 
This is the first post on their wall, which is a personal reply and not just a generic update 
going out to everyone following SAS on Facebook. 
 
So in this pre-crisis phase to SAS speed, in terms of being quickly online, is not a 
characteristic that seems strategically considered by SAS. They are not working to give their 
customers the impression that they are online and available 24/7 even though they know a 
crisis could lurk around the corner. Later in the process during the crisis it appears that the 
potential for constant and fast updating of information was recognised and strategically 
incorporated in the communications teams work ‘our internet support service in northern 
Sweden are now monitoring from 6-22’ (Interview with SAS, 2010:12). 
 
Coombs emphasises the strategic importance of speed ‘A quick response helps to create 
the impression of control and is necessary to get the organisation’s definition of the crisis - 
its side of the story - into the media and out to the stakeholders’ (Coombs, 2007:129). It is 
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clear that customers do have very high expectations today, something that has arrived with 
the internet and social media ‘the customers expect to get things really fast. We had a 
customer the other day that had a question and he came back, why haven’t you answer my 
question? It was 47 minutes. You don’t expect to get an answer in 47 minutes if you write 
somebody.’ (Interview with SAS, 2010:6). When you can be online 24/7 there has to be a 
good reason not to be so. SAS staffed their Facebook wall from six to approximately 
midnight during the ash cloud crisis and before leaving the office they posted an ‘end of day’ 
message ‘The Facebook Team goes to bed now. We will be back again tomorrow saturday 
at 8 am. Have a good night and use www.flysas.com and http://x.flysas.net/ash/ for updates.’ 
(SAS Facebook wall: April 24, 2010 at 12:08am) 
 
What we have seen so far in the pre-crisis stage is that SAS are not responding in 
accordance with any specific strategy for their crisis communications, but instead they are 
reacting to a customer demand or need. The communications team is realising that people 
are looking for SAS in a desire to communicate or just get some one way information on the 
social media website Facebook.  
 
If we look at what our theoretical framework says about in particular the pre-crisis field, 
Coombs puts emphasis on being prepared for a potential crisis, listing; signal detection, 
prevention and crisis preparation as the three steps to deal with crisis before it strikes. We 
know that SAS had a crisis strategy in place for their communications, but we can conclude 
that the plan had not identified Facebook as a channel they could use for communicating 
their crisis message. SAS’s head of social media said, when we ask him to what extent 
social media was considered in the crisis communications plan, ‘Nothing, it was not part of 
crisis communications at all’ (Interview with SAS, 2010:7). The approach to start using social 
media in the crisis communications can therefore best be described as ad hoc and as a 
response to a customer demand. 
 
 
During the crisis 
Now that the crisis has hit SAS, they are starting to realise the scale of it and the fact that 
SAS has no control over when the situation will be back to normal. The crisis for SAS here is 
mainly of financial character. They have money going out every day, but no money coming 
in. It is the worst imaginable situation for a company and could end up causing actual 
bankruptcy; we know from SAS’s annual report 2010 that the total costs of the crisis 
amounted in a total negative earnings of approximately 700 million Swedish kroner (SAS, 
2011). The other aspect of the crisis, the one we are focusing on, is SAS’s reputation among 
their customers. If SAS is to bounce back and recover financially from this crisis, it is 
paramount that they maintain good relations with their customers so they will keep flying with 
SAS after the crisis. SAS will therefore have to focus on customer service and appear to be 
professional and on top of things all the time.  
 
This is the stage that Coombs refer to as crisis recognition and that leads to the next step of 
crisis containment (Coombs, 2007:17-20). Since SAS has no control over the situation and 
cannot do anything to solve the crisis, their only option is damage control. Helping their 
customers and trying to minimise damage to their reputation Coombs emphasises this as a 
‘critical facet of this phase’ (Coombs, 2007:19). 
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SAS has now been in a position where they had to choose how they wish to address the 
issue to their stakeholders; they have to create a response strategy as Coombs calls it, ‘to 
repair reputational damage from a crisis’ (Coombs, 2007:139). Coombs recommend that the 
choice of response strategy is based on the nature of the crisis and the category of crisis 
situation ‘The key is in knowing when to use a particular response strategy’ (Coombs, 
2007:138). To understand the crisis situation SAS would have to understand their own 
position and to what extent they are being held responsible for the crisis by their 
stakeholders.  
 
In the first category about internal and external variables we are discussing SAS’s 
reputational image before the crisis, we have not been able to find any evidence indicating 
that SAS should have had a bad reputation with their customers prior to the ash cloud crisis. 
It is important for us to establish this in order to evaluate how big a reputational threat the 
ash cloud crisis was to SAS. 
 
Again, as we are addressing in the first category, it is hard to actually blame SAS for the 
crisis as it is caused by a volcano eruption as well as all other European airlines were 
suffering the same fate. These factors are important for SAS in terms of choosing their 
response strategy. SAS can actually claim to be a victim of the crisis as much as their 
customers ‘Stakeholders see the organisation as a victim of the crisis, not the cause of the 
crisis’ (Coombs, 2007:141). This places SAS in the crisis type category of victim cluster 
where SAS has a very little attribution of crisis responsibility. Coombs’ recommendation for a 
victim crisis would be to begin with using the first two steps in his three sequential categories 
for his crisis response; instructing information to all victims along with adjusting information 
to the SAS customers who are still expressing concerns, this could be in terms of 
confirmation that they will be transported home as soon as it is possible to fly again and that 
they will receive compensation for their expenses (Coombs, 2007:133-138). 
 
SAS approached the first of these categories by providing fast and generic information on 
Facebook. They are then gradually adding more detail to their comments on the Facebook 
wall and adjusting the information as the crisis develops and problems and consequences 
become apparent to SAS. The two quotes below are examples of the two first sequential 
categories.  
 
LATEST: Danish airspace to close at 18:00 CET. Swedish airspace will close 22:00. 
Norwegian, UK and Finnish airspace is closed. We do not know when air-traffic will return. 
See http://www.flysas.com/en/Generic/Services/Flight-status/ for details about cancelled 
flights (SAS Facebook wall: April 15, 2010 at 2:15pm) 
 
Customer question: 
Hello I’m going on a plane to Ronneby today at 12.20, this is estimated to depart on time. 
BUT I have been forced to change means of travel to be sure to be there today. Can I 
rebook my ticket? And can you change to an open return ticket? And does this have to 
happen before departure? Many thanks in advance! 
(Translated from Swedish SAS Facebook wall: April 23, 2010 at 10:13am)  
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SAS reply: 
Hello hello! You have the opportunity to rebook today see here: 
http://www.flysas.com/en/unconnected_pages/Volcano-eruption-on-Iceland-/Intercontinental-
flights/ Call your travel agent or SAS. MS 
(Translated from Swedish SAS Facebook wall: April 23, 2010 at 10:17am) 
 
Coombs recommends that these steps should be enough in terms of a response for a victim 
crisis where there exists no prior crisis history or negative reputation. Should SAS want to go 
further with their response strategy they would be looking at placing themselves in the 
middle of the scale of the crisis response postures as illustrated in our theory chapter. At the 
one end you find the three denial postures, a company can take, it is clear that SAS were 
not in a position to deny the ‘connection between the crisis and the organisation’ (Coombs, 
2007:139). Instead SAS must place themselves somewhere in between the diminishment 
and rebuilding strategies where they have the postures of excuse, justify, compensate and 
apologise. The last posture category that Coombs works with is the bolstering and here SAS 
can pull on the postures of reminding and victimage, and tell their customers how they are 
also a victim of the same crisis, reminding them how they are normally reliable and 
trustworthy.  
 
What we hear from SAS is that there was only one objective, one plan; to help people get 
home safely. The head of social media describes the direction they were given by 
management ‘our mission was to help people and get them home we just got a ‘just go 
ahead and do it whatever’ (Interview with SAS, 2010:8). This indicates that they are using an 
excusing and compensating response strategy so even though according to Coombs they 
are in the victim cluster and don’t have to move that far down in the posture categories they 
are strategically placing themselves in a humble position to send clear signals to their 
customers that they can be counted on.  
 
We have now established that SAS had an excusing and compensating response strategy 
that kept the customer’s needs in focus both in regards to the level of assistance and the 
communications channels used to get the message to the customers. SAS might have had 
chosen this strategy in advance but also adjusted it during the crisis to accommodate the 
specific nature of the crisis and in particular the huge call for constant and instant updates by 
the customers.  
 
Again we are enhancing just how important these signs of flexibility are to the development 
of the case. SAS are modifying their strategies as the crisis develops and they become more 
aware of what is needed to solve it. They have realised that the best damage control they 
can exercise is to help the customers and hope that the customers will stay loyal to their 
airline after the crisis. Further they are by looking after their customers minimising the 
chance of negative press coverage and word of mouth talk. As we mention in our previous 
category about the internal variables this corporate culture, we believe this flexibility has 
been important in terms of adapting the strategy to the customer’s need during the crisis, 
which played a significant role for the success of the communication with the customers, as 
González-Herrero and Smith stress ‘that during a crisis executive decisions needs to made 
that will affect the core of traditional corporate culture’ (González-Herrero and Smith, 
2008:151). 
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After the crisis 
When the dust had settled it was time for SAS to look at the aftermath and try to evaluate 
the outcome of their effort.   
 
Coombs asks is the crisis truly over (Coombs, 2007:151)? In the ash cloud case, the crisis 
was not quite over yet, though the airports were opened again on the 23 April there were 
long queues of people who needed to go home and abroad, and also endless amounts of 
compensation claims to be processed; with this naturally came a lot of questions.  
 
Facebook was now an established channel in the crisis communications, and as mentioned 
above in the first category on internal and external variables, the Facebook team had been 
put together by a group of people from many different departments. These people stayed in 
their roles and assisted during the aftermath. SAS had learned that by placing the right 
people in the right positions their communication with the customers was working most 
effectively. Coombs stresses this as an important part of the post-crisis, ‘crisis team 
members must be evaluated.. certain knowledge, skills and traits are helpful in a crisis team 
member’ (Coombs 2007:155).  
 
It appears that this was an element of SAS’s crisis communications that worked extremely 
well. It seems that there has been a good understanding of each other’s skills and 
capabilities internally at SAS for the head of the group to be able to go out and point out the 
people she needed and put together a Facebook crisis communications team that worked 
efficiently. Again we are emphasising how this would have been a great contributor to the 
success of the entire operation.  
 
The same group of people are still today listed as the Facebook crisis communications team 
and will again be pulled out of their normal roles to assist when a new problem occurs. At 
the time when we met our SAS informant this had already happened twice. This is another 
important feature to Coombs in the post-crisis phase to be ‘better prepared for the next 
crisis’. SAS definitely learned from the crisis and the ad hoc social media addition to their 
crisis communications strategy.  
 
As a third feature in Coombs post-crisis step he mentions ‘Positive impression of the 
organisations’ crisis management efforts by the stakeholders’ (Coombs, 2007:155). Their 
evaluation showed that the Facebook team had answered more than 5.000 questions and 
they got 17.000 new fans in one week. On top of that they received positive media coverage 
for their online initiative and later in the year received an award, as voted by the public, for 
their customer contact on Facebook during the crisis. Internally the effort and success 
created enthusiasm and senior management had been convinced about value of the media, 
it became ‘a proven formula for dealing with new disruptions’ (SAS, 2010 see appendix 6). 
 
As addressed above SAS had already before the crisis created a platform for two way 
communication through Facebook, though this was not recognised as a strategic move it 
turned out during the crisis to be integrated into their response strategy. With great 
recognition of their social media effort and the winning of Best use of social media in a crisis 
communications category in the SimpliFlying Awards there is no doubt that the work of the 
communications/social media team did not go unnoticed.  
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Without a doubt the ash cloud crisis was a big lesson for SAS in terms of testing their crisis 
communications strategies as Pauchant & Mitroff express it ‘an actual crisis is a tremendous 
opportunity for learning’ (Coombs, 2007:152). We do believe that SAS learned from the 
crisis and that they implemented changes to their strategies following the event. The social 
media effort among others resulted in the creation of a new position; the head of social 
media. SAS decided to fill that role with our interview subject, a man originally from e-
commerce, who during our interview confirms that now social media has been integrated 
into the actual crisis communications strategy of SAS. 
 
We find it interesting that if this small and not very forceful approach helped SAS through the 
crisis without any strategies but more as an ad hoc initiative by midlevel marketers then what 
could SAS had achieved by using social media at a strategic and well planned out level? We 
can only guess that having spent time investigating the various audiences, searching out the 
right staff and providing them with the sufficient training would have given even better results 
that the ones they already did achieve. It becomes apparent to us when analysing the 
internal and external variables along with the strategic, or lack of, decision making that SAS 
has got a lot of potential in terms of reaching their audience online in a social network. There 
is no doubt that their customers are technology savvy and willing to use a new media if it 
gives them quality information and assistance, and it is up to SAS to ensure that this quality 
communication is provided. 
 
6.4.4 Sub conclusions analysis part 1: The communications situation in light of 
crisis communication 
 
We have established that a range of external influences did affect the direction of the 
communications process and put SAS in a favourable position, making it possible for SAS to 
choose a stance from where they could nurture their relations with their customers. 
 
Their existing network on Facebook, SAS’s intact image and a crisis caused by force 
majeure all supported their choice of strategy; to gain customer trust.  
 
We understand that several internal trades influenced the outcome of the crisis handling at 
SAS. These were in particular the flexibility, adaptation and knowledgeability of the 
organisation along with individuals’ capability to take initiatives.  
 
These internal trades led to a non strategic direction becoming strategic, being executed 
professionally and sent out a signal to SAS’s stakeholders that they are an organisation who 
cares about their customers.  
 
We have established that SAS did use the crisis as an opportunity to learn, the 
communications department continued their strategic approach after the crisis, which lead to 
an evaluation process convincing enough to result in a reallocation of resources in the 
organisation. 
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6.5 Analysis part 2: The effects of social media to the communication 
process 
 
6.5.1 Introduction 
 
In this part of the analysis we are working with categories that will help us answer our 
second research question: How SAS’s crisis communication benefitted from the specific 
characteristics of social media?  
 
6.5.2 Old vs. new media 
 
In the first part we are focusing on the different advantages and disadvantages the medium 
possesses and then investigate how it relates to the old or traditional media. Finally, we are 
discussing customers’ expectations towards SAS in regards to using Facebook as crisis 
communication tool. 
 
Our informants pointed out several features in comparison to the traditional media; one of 
the usual ways to communicate with the airline seems to be the phone. The majority of our 
informants used their phone to obtain information before they used Facebook. This is the 
first indication that other means of communication are more established than Facebook. 
When we look at what the customers were saying about other communication tools, 
conclusions can be drawn on their effectiveness. One informant states when asked why a 
particular communication tool was chosen before using Facebook; ‘I am used to call and ask 
for information. It feels more reliable.’ (Customer 2010:AD8). People are used to the phone 
and feel comfortable about using it and in our case it was the first choice of communication 
for most people.  
 
On the SAS page wall we see posts that are referring to overwhelmed phone lines and the 
problems of getting in touch with SAS. Posts like ‘I can't get through by phone’ (SAS Wall: 
April 18, 2010 at 3:39pm) or ‘I […] was number 73 in line when I gave up as the phone call 
was getting more expensive then the ticket I was trying to change’ (SAS Wall: April 26, 2010 
at 11:15am) can be read throughout the crisis. Both our customer interviews and the posts 
on the wall indicate the shortcomings of the phone and the advantage of Facebook in terms 
of accessibility of information and response. Even though some used both, the phone and 
Facebook, it seems that other used Facebook instead of using phones, because phones 
failed to fulfil the communication demand. It is particularly here that SAS has to understand 
the demand of their customers and monitor what direction this is going, so they can ensure 
that they are meeting their customers in the right places in the future. 
 
The customers also used other means of obtaining information such as the website and 
even though SAS staff continuously refer to the website one of our informants notes that ‘it 
turned out not effective’ (Customers 2010:AD26). SAS updated the website with lists of 
cancelled flights (SAS Wall: April 15, 2010 at 10:10am) and when the airspace opened again 
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a functionality was built that allowed customers to see ‘what flights were going and from 
where and what time’ (SAS interview 2010:11) but it was still one way communication. Even 
though a computer automated system was implemented on the website as one of our 
informants humoristic remarked ‘they sort of forgot to tell ‘Fråga Eva’ [the name of the 
system] on sas.se that they had some issues with some ash’ (Customers 2010:AM17).  
 
The head of social media notes, ‘we tried to say that we want the information on Facebook 
should be exactly the same as one the webpage but sometimes the information was actually 
richer than on the one we had on our webpage’ (SAS interview 2011:11). In spite of clear 
shortcomings most customers seemed to use the website as well as Facebook. In terms of 
the logistics of updating a website in comparison to Facebook there are more layers you 
have to get through when updating on a website. The process of changing online content on 
the website through a content management system is more time consuming and will require 
special training so it wouldn’t be possible for people pulled in from roles without any prior 
knowledge of the system to use it. Facebook’s usability is the simplest you get, which make 
it possible for everybody to use, making updates that will show the second entered. Outside 
of a crisis situation the website and Facebook would complement each other but the website 
was not sufficient when fast, personal and current exchange of information was needed. 
 
In our case we find that Facebook was bridging a gap between the traditional media; phone 
and website. The customers were able to access and view information already shared on 
the wall at all times including the most current links to the SAS website and other services 
such as busses and ash cloud movements updates, a functionality that a website also would 
provide. At the same time there was the possibility to make individual enquiries similar as on 
the phone, even though not in a direct conversation. Another advantage in comparison to 
the phone was that other customers were able to follow these individual requests. In some 
instances customers could find answers to their questions because they had already been 
asked by others preventing repetition of questions and saving SAS’s recourses. Bottom line 
is that the reason why customers are seeking information on Facebook seems to be that 
they are looking for crisis information they cannot get elsewhere (Liu et al. 2010:144). 
 
In the theory we have outlined different ways social media was used in a crisis 
communication. During the Virginia tech shooting for example the focus was on peer-to-peer 
communication that made it possible to ensure that one’s friends were not harmed during 
the shooting (Palen 2008:77). During Haiti aftermath NGOs and media outlets used social 
media to disseminate information in one-directional manner, similarly to how the SAS 
website was functioning. Muralidharan criticised that even though the communication in the 
Haiti instance was utilised effectively it ‘failed to capitalize on the innate two-way 
communication nature of social media’ (Muralidharan et al. 2011:1). In our case it seems 
that Facebook as a medium was used to accommodate all three types of communication. 
There is peer-to-peer communication as customers share links amongst each other and 
answering enquiries by other customers. There is also information dissemination taking 
place as SAS posts updated factual information that does not necessarily require or invite 
the customers to respond. The difference to the other cases above is that SAS is also able 
to harness the two-way communication ability of Facebook and engage directly with their 
customers. 
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Having discussed how Facebook can be and has been in our case a superior tool of crisis 
communication, what are the disadvantages of using the medium? The majority of our 
informants seemed positive about SAS’s use of Facebook (Customers 2010:AK) The wall 
posts also point in the same direction. Nevertheless, there were also aspects in the data that 
pointed out the shortcomings of the medium. One customer explained why he used 
traditional means of communication first by saying, ‘It feels more reliable’ (Customers 
2010:8AD). This is not necessarily a statement about the actual reliability of Facebook, since 
the level of reliability is achieved by the quality of communication effort. The statement rather 
shows how communication on Facebook is perceived by the customer. It is in the power of 
the organisation using Facebook to either confirm that perception by providing inconsistent, 
outdated and inaccurate information or change it by fulfilling the communication needs.  
 
Another concern by one of the interviewees related to privacy. This customer was reluctant 
to use Facebook because he or she did not like ‘to expose travel plans on Facebook’ 
(Customers 2010:AD9). This is a real limitation of Facebook, since due to the nature of the 
medium all communication between customers and SAS is public. One possible solution is 
to use Facebook messaging system, that functions similar to traditional email and on several 
occasions during the crisis SAS wrote as response to enquiries that they will contact 
customers via a message. One example of such an answer is ‘Michael – we did not forget 
you! I will mail you to your Facebook mailbox! Regards MS’ (Translated form Swedish, SAS 
Facebook wall: April 16, 2010 at 11:37am).  
 
A limitation of this approach is that the Facebook messaging system does not allow for a 
customer to write a private message to the SAS page as the system is set up as a 
communication tool between two profiles. There are also other examples on the wall where 
SAS staff is asking customers for their private email addresses to be able to contact them off 
Facebook. This of course also constitutes a privacy threat, as these email addresses now 
are visible to everybody (SAS Facebook wall: April 20, 2010 at 2:02am). Here the lack of 
careful strategic consideration seems apparent. Different staff seems at random to choose 
different ways of contacting the customers, without giving careful thought to privacy issues. 
 As a future consideration for SAS a clear and streamlined procedure could be developed 
that protects as much as possible the privacy of customers. 
 
A short comment by one of our informants indicates another limitation of Facebook. When 
asked what you think that SAS could have done better when using Facebook, he replied 
‘connect to booking’ (Customers 2010:21AM). The same customer also said that the reason 
why he used other media before Facebook was that he would ‘like to rebook to alt. flight, you 
can’t do that on Facebook’ (Customers 2010:21AD). This shows that the organisation is 
bound by the infrastructure provided by Facebook. This results in limitations in functionality. 
In contrast to own website, which can be customised according to own needs, Facebook is a 
ready package with very few customisation possibilities. When talking to the head of social 
media it becomes clear that SAS is aware of this limitation. He states, ‘the biggest challenge 
I see is, we don’t know what Facebook is going to do. They change things overnight. 
Suddenly they take away our abilities to customize our own Facebook page they suddenly 
tell us that we can’t do certain things and as we start using Facebook more and more and 
people expect us to use it more and more, it is a challenge when you dealing with 
somebody, we really don’t know their agenda and we don’t know what they will think of next’ 
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(Interview with SAS 2010:2). This not only addresses the lack of functionality but also the 
lack of control on SAS’s behalf. The use of the medium can backfire when a strategy relies 
on certain functionality and certain routines are established in communication between 
customers and the organisation. If Facebook was to change the elements vital for the 
strategy, this could potentially have very damaging consequences during a crisis. 
 
We have found conflicting evidence in our data when we are seeking to establish what 
expectations customers had for SAS’s crisis communication on Facebook. We are outlining 
above that on the one hand we see a clearly defined customer need during the crisis 
situation. They need fast, highly current and accurate information, a high level of 
personalised interaction and emotional support. The general characteristics of social media 
appear to fulfil these needs. The amount of traffic on the SAS Facebook wall from the very 
beginning of the crisis indicates that the customers see Facebook as a potential place to 
gain the needed information. 
 
On the other hand our data from the customer interviews indicates that the customers did 
not expect Facebook to be a source of efficient crisis communication. Most informants did 
not know that the Facebook page existed, not because they were unfamiliar with Facebook 
as most of them are using it several times a week to daily. So we can assume that they are 
familiar with the general characteristics of the medium, such as high pace and the high level 
of interactivity. Nevertheless, the customers are surprised about the fact that SAS is actually 
utilising these attributes.  
 
Many of our interviewees were impressed by the speed of the response and the informal 
tone. Comments like ‘they went above and beyond the what was expected’ (Customers 
2010:7AN) and ‘what they did already went beyond my expectations’ (Customers 
2010:15AM) show that well functioning crisis communication was not expected by all the 
users even though customers flocked on Facebook from the very beginning of the crisis.  
 
The reason for the low expectations could be that SAS in the past has not engage in crisis 
communication on Facebook, and therefore the customers have no habit of seeking 
information there. Another reason can be that customers still see Facebook primarily as a 
peer-to-peer communication platform and have limited experience in engaging in a two-way 
communication with organisation. This would also explain the traffic on the page, as the 
customers just might seek to voice their opinion or interact with others affected by the crisis, 
and not primarily to get assistance from SAS and when they did they were surprised.  
 
We can speculate that as with the time Facebook becomes more established as a medium 
of two-way communication, the expectation of customers will rise and the general attributes 
of Facebook will be expected to be utilised by organisations. Parallel to quotes that indicate 
satisfaction beyond expectations there are also indications of what the standard might be in 
the future. When we asked about how SAS could improve their Facebook efforts, one 
informant indicates the need for even faster communication, ‘perhaps having a few more 
staff available to speed up the process’ (Customers 2010:20AM). Another says, ‘why close 
at night? People need help all the time really and FB can be a good way to serve customers 
better’ (Customers 2010:19AM). It is likely that the next time the same people will return to 
SAS’s page in a crisis situation, they will not be as impressed by the speed and the level of 
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interaction and emotional support, because it will be standard. SAS must be prepared for 
this development and provide a solid thought-through plan of action in order to maintain the 
quality of their communication efforts. 
 
6.5.3 Interaction and relationships 
 
This category is focusing on another aspect of social media, the attribute of interaction and 
the special relationships created when organisations engage with their customers online. 
When we are investigating what made the communication between SAS and the customers 
work on Facebook during the ash cloud crisis. We have also considered the interaction 
taking place online and what kind of relationship was created between the two parts when 
speaking together online in the forum of Facebook. 
 
We established in the category about strategic considerations that SAS was already on 
Facebook with an establish network of approximately 10.000 fans. When the crisis hit SAS 
did already ‘belong to a community and understood the concerns of the community’ 
(González-Herrero & Smith, 2008:150) to many of their regular customers this meant that 
they had already established a ‘friendship’ online. SAS had established a channel to monitor 
and communicate with their customers through online two-way communication. This means 
that before the crisis started they already had started to ‘...building open and honest 
relationships with key influencers establishes a company’s credibility and may prevent crises 
or at least minimize the damage they can do’ (ibid.:147). 
 
What actually happens when you go on to an organisation’s Facebook site and click ‘Like’? 
First of all, everybody you are friends with on Facebook will see that you like this 
organisation, so it becomes part of the online identity you are creating on your Facebook 
profile. Facebook allows for a person to completely create an image of how they would like 
other people to perceive them by posting information about your interests, posting and 
tagging photos and then the option of liking e.g. bands, cultural institutions and also 
companies. By liking SAS a customer allows for SAS’s image to support the kind of image 
they wish to create of themselves. SAS are definitely not a budget airline and the airline is a 
preferred choice by business travellers so ‘liking’ the SAS page becomes a ‘badge’ for 
people to tag on them, to build an image of how you are a frequent traveller and that you 
travel in style. It is likely that some people see it mainly as a practical feature of social media 
in terms of receiving updates from SAS, in particular during the ash cloud crisis. 
 
There are generally two types of interaction taking place during the communication. Peer-to-
peer communication is taking place between the customers and then there is the interaction 
between SAS and the customers. 
 
Interaction between the customers 
During the ash cloud crisis we see how the nature of the web 2.0 is really unfolding, when 
customers are starting to communicate together on SAS’s Facebook wall with comments 
and information. There are examples where customers contribute when they have 
knowledge that will solve the problems of fellow stranded passengers, and some cases 
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where they have comments of either positive or negative character to each other. In our 
customer interviews several customers mentioned that they felt the support they received 
from other stranded passengers made them cope better with the situation they were in ‘It 
was good psychological support and people were sharing links and encouraging each other’ 
(Customers, 2010:AI8). This is a clear indication that, by empowering their customers, 
allowing them to participate in an online two-way forum, SAS is benefiting from the 
knowledge and initiative of their customers. As well as there are risks involved in letting the 
public enter ‘your’ online space and without any regulation post comments there are also 
benefits to the process. The dialogue below is illustrating an example where a customer 
asks a question and within four minutes another customer has replied, SAS comments 
almost two hours later, saying thank you to the customer who helped answering the 
question. 
 
Customer 1: ‘Where are the schedules for outgoing traffic from Kastrup airport tonight from 
 02.00 ????? (Translated from Danish, SAS Facebook wall: April 20, 2010 at 6:36pm) 
 
Customer 2: ‘Copenhagen airport reopens; Danish airspace reopens at 02.00 in the night to 
Wednesday the 21st of April. Copenhagen airport opens and resumes operations straight 
after. The passengers need to contact their airlines or travel agents for more information’ 
(Translated from Danish, SAS Facebook wall: April 20, 2010 at 6:40pm) 
 
SAS: ‘Thanks for the answer, Frederik :-)’ (Translated from Swedish, SAS Facebook wall: 
April 20, 2010 at 8:21pm) 
 
This is an example of a powerful dynamic Facebook provided during the crisis that 
contributed greatly to solving the crisis. 
 
The head of social media seems very much aware of the positive effect this dynamic had on 
SAS’s crisis management efforts. He points to a particular example ‘we saw also that 
customers were themselves answering and helping others. People going on Facebook 
saying ‘oh I rented a car I’m Zurich I have room for two more people and we drive back to 
Copenhagen together’, he concludes, ‘And that kind of stuff really drove itself’ (Interview with 
SAS 2010:9). Here it shows that customers were not only able to provide emotional support 
to each other, but actually give concrete solutions that contributed to bringing stranded 
passengers to their destinations. This high level of transparency within the process of 
interaction amongst customers creates in the case of SAS a multiplication effect and frees 
resources; ‘I think we had like 5,000 questions that week but I think we helped 10 times as 
many because people go in there and see oh this guy has asked what I wanted to ask so 
this is what I should do’ (Interview with SAS 2010:10). 
 
The head of social media also draws a comparison to other media and emphasises the 
advantage of Facebook as a medium. He refers to the coordination effort of getting people 
on the buses and the challenges traditional media was presenting. ‘it was hard getting that 
kind of information out through our normal channels. We were using an sms broadcast but it 
wouldn’t always get to the right people or people wouldn’t have their phones’ (Interview with 
SAS 2010:10). 
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Interaction between the customer and SAS 
The second aspect of the interaction happens between SAS and their customers. Also here 
a distinction can be made be between; communication in a one-way matter, where the 
organisation is simply providing information, and then an actual interaction where customers 
are engaging in a dialogue with SAS (Muralidharan et al. 2011:1).There are plenty of 
examples on the SAS wall that illustrate this interaction, some of them have been already 
analysed in other sections. The decisive aspect is that SAS did not just use Facebook as an 
additional tool for information dissemination, but actually made the decision, even though the 
decision not being strategically prepared before the crisis, to allocate the resources to 
engage into the dialogue with the customers on Facebook.  
 
This deliberation by SAS is illustrated in the interview with the head of social media. He 
says; ‘you got a lot more interaction on Facebook and you got people asking what does this 
mean and we would interpret it for them and say this is what this is. And we did a lot of 
seeing what people said on Facebook, what they reacted to and what are their questions’ 
(Interview with SAS 2010:11). He also mentions another positive effect of the conversation 
taking place publically between SAS and their customers. ‘So we had always you could 
follow what kind of questions and see what people were looking at and see were in the crisis 
were we at this time, which was really interesting and then anticipate were we would be next’ 
(Interview with SAS 2010:12). The dialogue can be used by SAS as a tool to observe larger 
trends and tendencies of the customers’ needs. This observation leads to concrete actions 
as a new functionality is implemented on the SAS website, the actions are taken based on 
the large amount of questions on the wall, in regards to the specific flight departures after 
the opening of the air space. 
 
6.5.4 Tone of voice 
 
Again in this category we are looking at one of the specific features of Facebook; the tone of 
voice is not just a random term for SAS, but a tool they are planning to use strategically in 
order to establish a new image ‘Well SAS has been regarded as very conservative, old 
fashioned, kind of a bit snobbish... We have a new tone of voice, we call it folksy and 
charming, we were supposed to be, you know, maybe use humour and smiles and be a bit 
more down to earth’ (Interview with SAS, 2010:5).  
 
So SAS are considering their relationship with their customers and how they are perceived 
by them, these considerations become part of their strategic planning of using social media. 
As a strategic move they are changing their tone of voice and image moving more ‘down to 
earth’ and closer to the customer.  
 
One of the tools they are using to achieve their image change is the active use of Facebook 
in their general and now also crisis communication. These signals are not going unnoticed 
by their customers ‘...it shows SAS to be modern and interested in new ways of reaching 
people‘(Customers, 2010:AL19). SAS are very aware of the special attribute of social media 
that makes it easier to use a more casual within ‘eye height’ tone of voice ‘You can use a 
different tone of voice really on Facebook and social media, than on traditional media. 
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Sending a press release is very different the telling your friends on Facebook what’s going 
on. You can interact, you can get an idea what people are feeling about you..’ (Interview with 
SAS, 2010:4).   
 
The head of social media compares Facebook to other more traditional media, emphasising 
that your customers are not just your customers anymore when you are on Facebook, they 
are your friends. The change in relationship, as we discussed in the previous category, is 
key to the tone of voice and the legitimisation for using the more casual tone, creating a new 
platform for building strong relationships with their customers. SAS understands how to 
utilise this platform, they were given directions by the communications management ‘we had 
one page it was more like tips to say ‘this should be your tone of voice’ (Interview with SAS, 
2010:10) and they used it actively to create strong bonds with their customers and make 
them feel like they had a sincere interest in their customers as human beings, a customer 
tells: ‘Very friendly. They asked me to post a picture of the baby when I had given birth’ 
(Customers, 2010:AJ3). This proves to be particularly important in a crisis situation ‘crises 
naturally create a need for not only information, but also for human conversation and 
compassion’ (Veil et al. 2011:7). So one thing is the opportunity that Facebook gives you for 
communicating with your customers at a different level, but another thing is to understand 
this new platform and to be able to use it in your advantage in changing situations. 
 
The casual friendly tone of voice that Facebook creates a platform for, also creates some 
expectations. People do now not expect corporate answers on Facebook; they expect to 
meet a human, or a friend behind the communication. We will again refer to the quote from 
Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith ‘People want companies to take part in conversation as human 
beings with names, points of views, and an ability to listen’ (Gonzalez-Herrero and Smith 
2008:151). When customers go on Facebook with the expectations of meeting a ‘friend’ and 
having a personable experience they can get disappointed if SAS fails to deliver this 
‘corporate polite answer followed: ‘we will check this out for you’. Totally useless. I went right 
over to Norwegian instead and got much better (human) and instant help.’ (Customers, 
2010:AG26). It proves the importance of having staff that are specifically trained for 
communicating on social media, they need to understand the nature of the media and that a 
corporate tone of voice is perceived as out of place in this forum.  You could argue that it 
must have been a huge challenge for SAS to find staff in the organisation, who without prior 
social media training could step into the Facebook team and understand all the differences 
in communicating with customers on social media, under such high pressured 
circumstances. As previously mentioned the Facebook team was a mixed group of 
employees with various backgrounds and they were chosen from the criteria that they had 
experience with social media ‘..we had some people that we already knew were using social 
media privately and we knew that they would have a good tone of voice ..(Interview with 
SAS, 2010:8). This again witness that the communications management understands the 
special features of the media and the possibilities for using it strategically to create strong 
bonds with customers and a new image for SAS.  
 
SAS has understood how to use the advantages of the causal and friendly language on 
Facebook, but the head of social media never mentioned any pitfalls in regards to using 
such a language in particular in a crisis situation. One of the customers we interviewed felt a 
bit provoked by the almost too enthusiastic tone of voice, because she was in a very difficult 
situation being stuck abroad ‘sometimes putting too positive a slant on the situation, too 
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innocently optimistic at times’ (Customers, 2010:AK19). So there is a balance to strike when 
using the casual tone of voice in a crisis situation. The ‘folksy and charming’ approach that 
SAS wish to express on social media possibly needs to be turned down slightly when the 
customers they are communicating with are upset and frustrated. Finding themselves 
trapped in a situation they partly feel SAS are responsible for and should help them out of. 
This is a matter of training the Facebook response team so that they learn the tools of social 
media as well as sensitivity for difficult situations. 
 
The term the double-edged sword explains quite well that with advantages usually come 
disadvantages. Because Facebook allows for unfiltered message to be posted instantly 
there is a lack of control of the content this issue is addressed in most of our social media 
theories. Mei et al. Describes it as ‘On one hand, they provide new platforms and means for 
organisations to communicate with stakeholders; on the other hand, the same platforms and 
means can be used to escalate crisis for the organisation’(Mei et al. 2009:153). Because 
social media is a communication tool that can be used by both the organisation and the 
public on equal terms, it is a logical consequence that if not used at all, or incorrectly by the 
organisation, it can be utilised by the public and damage or even destroy organisations 
reputation. 
 
SAS clearly states they welcome negative comments ‘We never ever remove stuff on our 
Facebook page that is negative to us... people can write, SAS, you suck and we will always 
answer those questions saying, what can we do to help you, where did we go wrong 
(Interview with SAS, 2010:6). The double-edge here refers to the attribute of the tone of 
voice. Because it is easier for SAS to use casual language due to the nature of the ‘friends’ 
forum of social media, it is also easier for the customers to use language that you would 
normally not use in an email nor would an organisation allow it posted on their websites. 
This is noted by other users ‘I don't know if this is possible, but they should have had some 
kind of filter to avoid negative comments from others. There were many users giving only 
negative comments...’ (Customer, 2010:AM9). It is here clear that because social media is a 
new channel some people are not used to this kind of unfiltered messages, it is upsetting to 
them. So while the same lady is surprised by the efficiency of SAS’s Facebook effort and 
characterised it as ‘very good’, deeming the SAS staff ‘understanding, calm, professional’ 
and said that she got a ‘very quick response’ she is unhappy about negative comments by 
other users ‘By one person I was accused to send unnecessary questions and occupy 
Facebook-space and SAS-time...’ (Customer, 2010:AI-K9). This is one of the consequences 
of the media that SAS must face and be cautious of when utilising social media, if some of 
their customers find it uncomfortable to visit the Facebook page, it might make them 
perceive SAS as an untrustworthy and not safe organisation. 
 
6.5.5 The speed of communication process 
 
The reason why we are emphasising speed as a characteristic is because it received special 
attention in our empirical data, but also is it emphasised in the theoretical literature. We are 
analysing whether SAS has an understanding of this dimension and how the customers 
perceived SAS’s communication in light of the criteria. 
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The speed of the communication online has been discussed in depth in the literature. 
Internet provides a platform that allows fast distribution of information. There are several 
aspects that play a role. The fact that Internet is not bound by geographical boundaries 
allows for organisations to access large audiences much faster than much of the traditional 
media. Another aspect also outlined in the theory section, is gatekeeping or citizen 
journalism as discussed by Mei et al. 2009. They say that it is a ‘key difference between new 
media and traditional media’ (Mei et al. 2009:147). Gatekeeping has an influence on the 
speed of communication, because with the old media for a message to get out to the public, 
it would need to go through newsrooms or other filtering instances, and only those with the 
access to outlets such as TV, radio or print would be able to disseminate information. In the 
Internet era those barriers are very low so that virtually anybody can become an editor. This 
lack of barrier makes it possible for information to be shared almost instantly after the 
occurrence of an event. Mei et al. point out that ‘the Internet offers the advantage of up-to-
the-minute reporting 24/7, and a company besieged by crises of this magnitude ought to be 
proactive and show the public that efforts are in place to rectify the problem’ (Mei et al. 
2009:150). 
  
Social media in general, and Facebook in particular, as part of the Internet are utilising the 
speed of communication. The head of social media points towards it straight away, when 
asked about advantages. He says, ‘I think the advantages is that you get, you get stuff out 
there really, really fast and you decide when’ (Interview with SAS 2010:4). This clearly 
shows that there is an understanding of this characteristic. It is important to note that the 
quote relates to the information flowing from the organisation to the customer. The statement 
here relates primarily to one-way communication. According to this view ‘the Internet would 
act just like the mainstream media (print, radio, television) merely reflecting reality, although 
obviously in a much faster and viral way’, as outlined by Gonzelez-Herrero and Smith 
(2008:145). The characteristic of speed in regards to social media relates not only to 
information dissemination. The two-way communication between SAS and the customers as 
well as the peer-to-peer communication between the customers, is what is pivotal in regards 
to the speed of interaction.  
 
Understanding the speed of information dissemination constitutes only a partial 
understanding of the social media dynamics. Another quote by the head social media 
indicates the same limitation of understanding. Here he describes a customer complaining 
about a too slow response on Facebook, ‘We had a customer the other day that had a 
question and he came back, why haven’t you answer my question? It was 47 minutes. You 
don’t expect to get an answer in 47 minutes if you write somebody’ (Interview with SAS 
2010:6). It seems the point of reference here for the head of social media is traditional 
media. He would probably be correct to assume that when using email as a communication 
tool, one would not expect a response within 47 minutes, but the dynamics of social media 
are different and in some cases 47 minutes can prove to be a very long time. 
 
An indication of the speed can be seen on the SAS’s wall in the beginning of the crisis. As 
already described in the section on strategy the first enquiries appeared very fast on the 
wall. In a crisis situation it is crucial for an organisation to respond quickly as Gonzelez-
Herrero and Smith point out, ‘the organisation’s reaction must be extremely fast if it does not 
want to lose control of the information to some other source or be perceived as an 
informatively obscure company’ (Gonzelez-Herrero and Smith, 2008:149). The 
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understanding of that dynamic is implied when SAS emphasises that 99% of all question 
within the first week were answered within the first 5 minutes (SAS, 2010 see appendix 6). 
One of the reasons for the increase of the speed is the specific tools that can be used for 
communication; ‘what has dramatically changed is the speed and type of response expected 
today and the tools available’ (Gonzelez-Herrero and Smith, 2008:149). The tools available 
are for example laptop computers with mobile Internet or wireless hotspots. Several of our 
informants referred to using mobile phones for accessing Facebook. On the Facebook wall 
this development is confirmed as some posts can be identified as made from a mobile 
phone. That is possible, because the posts sent from for example an iPhone are marked ‘via 
iPhone’ (SAS Facebook wall, April 20, 2010 at 9:54am). SAS also utilised the technology as 
the head of social media states, ‘I was sitting in traffic, I was not moving at all, so I went on 
my phone and started tweeting about it, saying airspace is closed at 14, go to SAS.no for 
more information’ (Interview with SAS 2010:7). In fact the first two Facebook wall posts by 
SAS were also made from an iPhone. As Holmes puts it, ‘This is the impact of social media 
– intensified by mobile technology – to collect and spread instantaneous information’ 
(Holmes, 2011:9). The advance of mobile technology is to a high extent an additional factor 
that contributes to the fast paced communication on social media. 
  
As touched upon in the category old vs. new the customers are somewhat ambiguous in 
regards to the speed of communication. The customers themselves seem to operate within 
the high pace standard, illustrated by the fast first posts on SAS’s wall, but at the same time 
they do not seem to expect SAS to match this standard. There is a multitude of quotes 
relating to fast replies both on the wall and within our data, such as those provided by our 
informants when asked about the speed of SAS’s responses; ‘much faster than I thought’ 
and ‘accurately and fast. Really fast’ (Customers, 2010:AG). On the SAS Facebook page 
wall similar comments could be found throughout the crisis. The first post solely mentioning 
the speed of the responses can be found already at 14.45 of the first day the crisis hit, ‘Your 
quick response and support on this page is fantastic!!! Thank you SAS!!’ (SAS Facebook 
wall, April 15, 2010 at 2:45pm). But also here, as we already touched upon in an earlier 
category it seems that the customers measuring the speed of the response in comparison to 
the traditional means of communication, and by doing so estimating SAS response as very 
fast. One of our informants writes when asked about the SAS response time, ‘very quick 
response (25 minutes?)’ (Customers 2010:9AG). This shows that a response time of 25 
minutes is perceived by this particular customer as fast, but it is relatively far from the 
timeframe of 5 minutes mentioned by SAS. Getting a response via email in such situation 
within 25 minutes could be categorised as fast but it is far from the scenario described by 
Gonzelez-Herrero and Smith ‘where information changes hands at record speed and local 
issues can become global in a matter of seconds’ (Gonzelez-Herrero and Smith, 2008:144). 
  
According to the theoretical literature the attribute of speed within crisis communication via 
social media plays a decisive role to the success of crisis management efforts. Based on our 
data SAS demonstrates general understanding of the characteristic, even though some of 
the important aspects may be underestimated. Customers, even though operating within the 
speed concept on many levels seem still to measure organisational communication efforts 
on Facebook by the standard of traditional media, resulting in a very positive response. 
Since SAS is able to respond much faster than through traditional channels without utilising 
the full potential of social media in regards to speed. Similarly, as in the category of old vs. 
new we can pre-conclude here that this advantage will diminish. As the customers will get 
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used to organisations use of social media and begin to hold them to a higher standard, 
where a response within 25 minutes during a crisis situation will no longer be perceived as 
very quick. 
 
6.5.6 Sub conclusion of analysis part 2: The effects of social media to the 
communication process 
 
We have established that SAS, by using the Facebook page was able to combine for the 
crisis communication essential attributes of traditional media. These attributes are; unlimited 
access of a website and the instant communication of a phone conversation. Beyond these 
qualities SAS is able to implement the Facebook specific feature of the informal tone of 
voice, which contributes to meeting customers emotional needs. The interplay of these 
qualities results in an instant, universally accessible and informal communication. 
  
The use of these qualities results in three different types of communication. Firstly, SAS is 
using Facebook as a traditional one-way communication channel to provide factual 
information. Secondly, SAS is engaging into a conversation, which empowers the 
customers. Finally SAS, by using the page, allows the customers to establish 
communication amongst themselves. This results in a new dynamic, where SAS is no longer 
the sole actor able to contribute to the solution of the crisis. The empowered customers 
themselves become a part of the solution. Another benefit of the two-way and peer-to-peer 
communication is that SAS is able to get valuable feedback on current customers needs and 
adjust their cervices accordingly. 
  
The customers gave mostly positive feedback on SAS’s communication effort, which it is 
partially due to the fact that the customers are not used to engage in a two-way 
communication with an organisation. Therefore the customers had fairly low expectations for 
the quality of crisis communication of Facebook. In future, once Facebook is considered an 
established crisis communication tool by the customers, their expectations will rise requiring 
an additional effort on SAS’s behalf. 
  
As the Facebook attributes can have both a positive and a negative effect, SAS needs to 
keep the initiative in order to remain in control of the communication dynamics on social 
media. If SAS is able to keep the positive momentum going, their customer network will 
continue to grow and provide a solid and fast communication channel that can be used for 
many other purposes, beyond crisis communication. 
 
 
6.6 Summary of analysis: A change in communication 
 
In the summary of analysis we do not only wish to address the above findings but also take 
a broader discussion of the shift in communications that our analysis is implying is taking 
place. Here we wish to address our third research question: How can the case of SAS’s use 
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of a Facebook page during the ash cloud crisis contribute to better understanding of the 
dynamics social media brings to the field of crisis communication? 
 
During our study we have emphasised how important the independence of the customers is 
and how we understand it as a crucial dynamic in our case. We are seeing the customers’ 
ability to understand their own situation and their own needs, as a decisive factor in SAS 
coming to meet them on Facebook. As the head of social media tells us in the interview 
‘...we didn’t have a plan to use Facebook as a tool in a crisis but within the first weekend our 
customers have told us that that was the channel they wanted to use so we didn’t decide, 
they decided’ (Interview with SAS, 2010:5). SAS is to a high extent only responding to a 
need expressed by their customers and the customers are reactive, responding back to SAS 
by accepting SAS’s communication to them. It becomes a successful example of a Berger’s 
ideas about how communication creates the social reality in a crisis situation ‘through 
constant communication and interaction among the organisation members, common 
meanings and social realities are produced’ (Heide, 2009:54).  
The social reality they are creating together is a social forum online in where more 
communications processes are taking place and relationships are built, it is a constantly 
moving process that keeps creating more communication and again more relationships. The 
crisis has in this instance, as Berger predicts, become an opportunity to learn and develop 
for the organisation. 
 
We are in the above arguing how the customers’ goals and needs created a 
communications process and in the sections we are discussing on what terms the 
communication took place. It was fast, interactive and took place in a casual tone of voice. 
We understand all these customer needs for rather new to society. Obviously the terms are 
all relative e.g. through time there have been many examples of processes speeding up. But 
it is undeniable that there has been an increase in speed as we knew it during the 2000’s 
and an increasing demand for more speed all the time. We see the evidence in the comment 
by one of our customers ‘Didn’t meet my expectations at all. Took long time before they 
answered’ (Customers, 2010:AG26) though this doesn’t represent the majority of the 
answers we still found it interesting that we can see from SAS’s Facebook wall that the 
response time in this instance was 16 minutes.  
 
Going back to interactivity and tone of voice we understand the changes taking place here, 
in terms of changing preferences by the public, as a development. It is a development that 
has to a high extent been allowed by the medium of social media. Social media has given 
the organisations a tool to go out and meet the customers on these new conditions.   
 
Another aspect of this change taking place is that; as social media gain more and more 
influence empowerment is given to the public. They are offered a channel to voice their 
opinions where they can join up together or go to the site where the issues exists, be heard 
and debate as long as it is within the boundaries sat by the administrators of the sites. This 
has in particular been seen when corporate or consumer companies set up sites to 
communicate with their customers, just as SAS did.  
 
Looking at the above we are arriving at the following question; can we speak of a paradigm 
shift in communication? We believe that a development has taken place, that the constant 
process of communication has created and recreated new relationships between the public 
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and organisations. The arrival of social media added new dynamics with its ability to bring 
the relationships closer together; through speed, interaction and the tone of voice. The 
relationship between public and organisation has therefore been taken to a new stage. We 
believe that this is a development that will continue and to a high extent keep phasing out 
old traditional media, not replacing it, at least not for now. 
 
We have therefore in the conclusion developed a set of guidelines for integrating social 
media in communications that we recommend organisations should consider to not risk 
being left behind because they miss out on channels for communication with their 
stakeholders, especially when crisis emerge.  
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7. Conclusion 
 
 
In this chapter we will bring together our conclusions from our investigation and answer our 
research objective what value did social media add to SAS's crisis communications to create 
more positive relations with their customers?  
 
7.1 What have we learned about our case? 
 
To be able to make statements about the complex dynamics of our case, it is necessary to 
understand every single aspect that influenced the event. We have in our case chapter and 
in the analysis sought to disclose all aspects of our case.  
 
We are concluding that the social media crisis communications management of the ash 
cloud crisis worked considerably well. We are basing this on; how the customers we 
interviewed experienced the two-way communication on Facebook a valuable source of 
information. 
 
We believe that there has to be a strategy in place; when the ash crisis hit, SAS had no 
strategy for social media use in crisis communications. However, during the crisis social 
media is clearly being used strategically to support the overall crisis response of the 
organisation. The strategic implementation originated from the director of online strategy and 
communication, who had the authority to make the executive decisions. She made a 
strategic selection for a Facebook response team based on criteria useful for the operation; 
this included employees with a diverse area of expertise, general understanding of social 
media dynamics and an appropriate tone of voice, they were all briefed in accordance with 
her strategy for Facebook communication. Strategic decisions were also made to extend the 
hours the Facebook team was online based on an assessment of the severity of the crisis. 
 
Even though the implementation was strategic, the decision was made so fast, there was no 
time for a careful preparation. This results in several drawbacks and also illustrates the need 
for developing the strategy prior to the crisis. In particular testing of a social media strategy 
could have been helpful in terms of identifying challenges the media brought with it. Issues 
such as; privacy, a 24/7 infrastructure accommodating the blurry time and space boundaries 
of online communications and finally identifying and addressing limitations to the 
functionality of the medium. 
 
We are, based on the findings in our case, concluding that social media has to be a part of 
overall crisis communications strategy. We understand social media as new additional 
communications channel, which is being used to by SAS’s customers to a continuous higher 
extent, and if this is where the customers want to go, SAS has got to already be there to 
meet them. 
Roskilde University 2011, Communication, Thesis  Making friends in desperate times 
   
 
Michael Schmidt & Nynne Latsch Jespersen  75 
 
 
In our opinion SAS do not seem particular innovative or proactive as they have not looked in 
to implementing social media for organisational or strategically purposes prior to the crisis 
event. On the other hand they proved flexible enough to allow individuals and the 
communication department to make major and immediate changes and additions to the 
crisis communication strategy. We believe that by doing so they prevented a possible 
escalation of the crisis and negative press coverage.  
 
We believe that the combination of the relative flexible organisational structure along with 
the individual and department initiative were the main reasons for the success of the 
communication effort. Another, just as important aspect, that needs to be considered, is the 
fact that the blame of the crisis could not be placed on SAS. If that was the case, the 
dynamics and the outcome could have been different. 
 
SAS, similar to other companies, was not considering social media as a crisis 
communication tool at a serious level. We believe that considering the extent the media is 
being used today this could have backfired and damaged the reputation.  
 
One of the reasons that social media was not being considered at a strategic level was 
because its value had not yet been demonstrated to senior management. When senior 
management was approached initially before the Facebook page was set up, it was clear 
that there was no interest to integrate it in the overall strategies of the organisation. It must 
be expected that senior management make their decisions based on where they see value 
for the business. If they could not see social media adding value to the strategic business 
targets they would have rejected spending resources on it.  
 
The ash cloud crisis proved this value to senior management in terms of containment of 
damage to SAS’s reputation. SAS was praised for their service and treatment of their 
customers, where other airlines received criticism. While this could not lessen the 
devastating bill SAS had to foot in terms of lost revenue and compensation, it must be 
expected that it has impacted on revenue after the crisis. Positive press and happy 
customers is always good for business. 
 
7.2 Social media 
 
Based on the analysis we are able to identify certain needs that the customers had during 
the ash cloud crisis. These needs not only relate to fast and accurate dissemination of 
factual information, they also include a more personal dialogue that is able to provide 
emotional support. We have found out that in a crisis situation the need for emotional 
support is just as important to the customers as factual information. 
 
The type of relationships that is able to provide emotional support is nothing new amongst 
Facebook users. What the SAS case demonstrates is that an organisation is also able to be 
personalised. This is, in its core, the reason why SAS is able to meet the emotional needs of 
their customers. We observe SAS becoming the customer’s friend; somebody who says 
goodnight when going to bed, somebody who is interested in the picture of your new born 
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baby and can use a funny quote to abate a serious situation. It is also somebody who is 
genuinely concerned about you, when you are not able to get home from your holiday. We 
see this personification of the organisation as the dawn of a new type of relationship that a 
customer is able to engage in with the organisation. If this development continues it will 
possibly have a big effect on how organisational communication is viewed in the future. 
 
The Facebook page also made it possible for customers to communicate with one another, 
which in our case contributed to resolving the crisis, as the customers were able to share 
valuable information and provide psychological support to each other. But the peer-to-peer 
dynamics do not stop there. We are experiencing that, because the conversation is hosted 
by SAS, the customers are able to communicate with one another and SAS at the same 
time. This made the customers able to contribute to the conversations taking place between 
SAS and other customers. We note that SAS adjusted their efforts by observing the peer-to-
peer communication. This dynamic created a new way to solve the problems together, 
pulling on the resources of SAS as well as the customers at the same time. 
 
Trough the analysis we saw an interesting development. SAS adopted the Facebook page 
as a crisis communications tool only because they saw customers flooding the page with 
comments. At the same time the customers did not seem to have high expectations to SAS 
using Facebook as a crisis communication tool. This dynamic resulted in a successful 
communication effort without either of the parties having intended so.  
 
Through their actions and the search for better means of communication, SAS and their 
customers were able to create a new social reality, namely crisis management on a 
Facebook page. This concept did not exist for either of the parties before. Our case 
illustrates the first steps of this process; a process we believe has just begun and will 
continue to advance. Once the concept becomes reality, as every social construction, it will 
be renegotiated by its actors, and new standards and expectations will be established. Here 
an opportunity presents itself for SAS. If SAS is able to master the double-edged sword of 
social media, it will be able to continue to meet the expectations of their customers. This will 
result in an extended and solid customer network, and a new established communication 
channel that can be utilised beyond crisis communications. 
 
7.3 How can we use our results for other cases 
 
Based on the analysis we are able to make suggestions for organisations that are 
considering implementing social media as part of their crisis communications strategy. 
These suggestions do not constitute a universal strategy for implementing social media in a 
crisis situation, but rather outline the elements that need to be considered in order to choose 
the right strategy. Because the conditions will be different in each case, the evaluation of the 
elements will result in different approaches. 
First of all, we would recommend using social media through a strategic process only. The 
SAS case proved that strategic planning is vital to the execution of crisis communications. In 
the case study the strategy was only developed as the crisis hit and escalated, and we are 
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identifying several missed opportunities that otherwise could have strengthened SAS’s 
position further.  
So the first strategic consideration must be to identify if you target audience has a need for 
communication through social media. Is your target audience above 65 or under 13 maybe 
Facebook would not be your right medium. 
What kind of information do they need, would the information be stronger if distributed 
through a social media channel? Would the organisation benefit from utilising not only the 
one-directional communication but also opening for a dialogue between organisation and 
customers, and the customers amongst themselves? 
If the organisation believes that the attributes that makes social media powerful will make 
their crisis communications stronger, then there is obviously a case for utilising social media.  
This evaluation will also have to include a risk analysis. Can the organisation survive using 
social media in a crisis situation? Or is it more likely that the accessibility and ability to share 
information quickly will work against them? It has to be remembered that social media can 
be a double-edged sword. Even if an organisation has not got ambitions to utilise social 
media for their crisis response, a strategy has still got to be considered for how to handle the 
situation, if the stakeholders chose to communicate through social media.  
To establish the level of threats versus the advantages, an assessment has to be made 
based on the criteria of the individual organisation. 
Different social media are also available each with their own set of attributes and risks, while 
Facebook might not be the right solution, Twitter could have the attributes better suited for 
some organisations. It must be up to the individual organisation to understand their audience 
and their needs in a crisis situation while at the same time being conscious of potential risks.  
The organisation needs to consider the different response strategies according to the nature 
of the crisis. This will influence for example the tone of voice and the level of how ‘personal’ 
the relationship with the public will need to be. When a crisis occurs, where the organisation 
cannot be blamed for its origin, the communication effort can be more informal and cheerful. 
When an organisation needs to defend itself, it needs to be considered if an informal tone of 
voice is the most appropriate approach. Similarly, the implementation of other relevant 
attributes will need to be evaluated. 
Organisational strengths and limitations in regards to adopting social media have in this 
case study been crucial to the outcome, and would also have to be considered in the 
implementation of social media in crisis communications strategies. Ideally the organisation 
needs to have an accommodating and flexible structure, allowing for changes and new input 
to influence their established practices. Also it is important to ensure an internal knowledge 
of the attributes of the media along with an understanding of utilising them appropriately. 
Is there buy in from senior management and if not, how can you prove the value of the social 
media to the organisation’s crisis communications. A clear line of arguments of how social 
media can benefit the organisation’s business targets will have to be developed to ensure 
the resources and support needed.  
We wish to emphasise that when considering social media for crisis communications an 
organisation should not limit itself by previous paradigms and established practices. Just 
because a strategy is not yet fully established, it still can be the right thing to do. Sometimes 
it will mean taking a chance, but doing this does bear potential for great success. 
In our opinion when these criteria are carefully considered before and during the crisis an 
organisation will be able to determine the appropriate approach for utilising social media in 
crisis communication.  
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7.4 The contribution to knowledge 
 
The analysis and conclusion of this study are taking a place in an already existing field about 
crisis communications but yet within what we see as a slight gap when it comes to 
addressing the value of social media in crisis situations. We are with the results in our study 
offering a contribution to fill this gap or at least add to a discussion about the opportunities of 
using social media in crisis communications. Should similar cases as the one worked with in 
the study exist, and if generalisation to similar contexts is made we would argue that the 
results of the study can be used in other connections. 
 
From our case study we are not be able to say anything about a universal general rule but 
we do however think that it is possible to generalise the results of the study analytically, 
which means that the findings could be transferred and expanded to other situations with 
similar context (Kvale 1996:233).  
 
To be able to argue for such an expansion we will have to be able to prove that our research 
has been conducted in a sound way. To guarantee this we have as outlined in our 
methodology chapter, argued for the validity of our data production and analysis methods by 
creating a systematic research design. We have outlined our understanding of our science 
theoretical stand and our understanding of the communication tradition we are working 
within. This provides the reader with a good platform to evaluate the study from.  
 
Based on the above we believe and according to among other references; Halkier, 
Neergaard and Kvale that we can claim that the results of our investigation are valid and 
transferrable. It should therefore be reasonable to claim that the results of this thesis can be 
transferred to other cases. 
 
We are in thesis establishing that the special attributes of social media are to a high extent 
at play in our case. It is the very attributes of social media that made the strategic 
implementation of the crisis response on Facebook successful. This previous less official 
communication channel made the jump from the customers’ private sphere to become a 
general acknowledged channel for stakeholder-organisation relations.  
 
We have established that Facebook as a media is sovereign of any political or private 
interests and easily accessible to everyone. This autonomy made SAS’s customers go to 
Facebook to look for the support they needed. Our results show that they found this support 
in the communication process with SAS.  
 
We have in our study identified a change in the demand for closer relationships between the 
public and organisations. We observe a tendency, from in particular the customers, to desire 
less distance between them and the organisations. The customers do no longer want to look 
at corporate companies as authorities but seeks the relationships levelled out. It is hard to 
say if social media has provoked this tendency but we can conclude that it has made it 
possible. Was the creation of social media fuelled by this desire or was the desire created by 
the possibilities of social media? This would be a whole new study in itself, one that would 
be hard to answer. 
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We believe that our thesis is a sign of what is to come. We predict a radical change in how 
organisations and the public will communicate in the future; a change where social media 
will play an immense role.  
 
We are certain that we have, with the resources available to us, made the most of our 
investigation. Should we however have had the opportunity to continue the research we 
would have been very interested in monitoring the expectations of the public. How quickly 
could you spot the development taking place? We are convinced that with the speed of the 
development we are describing, we would be able to observe advancement already. We 
could also have looked at the smaller crises that SAS has experienced since the ash cloud 
crisis. Or, have drawn parallels by looking at, how some of our other examples of 
empowerment through social media unfolded.   
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8. Reflections 
 
 
We introduced the thesis by discussing whether the arrival of social media could be seen as 
a revolution, a revolution because it is able to significantly change the way communication is 
carried out. At the same time we are discussing social media as being just another tool in a 
communications practitioner’s toolbox and it has been said that everyone is talking about 
social media, but no one is really using it.  
 
What we have identified in this study is that where there is a need for communication, when 
other channels are not open, social media can empower people providing a channel, which 
is always open. To many this is an opportunity, to some a threat. 
 
We believe that the public empowerment should not be ignored. Organisations cannot afford 
to be turning the blind side to their customers’ needs. They identify customers’ needs in 
terms of products they are selling and they will have to identify their customers’ 
communication needs as well. The reality is that, the public already master the new social 
interactive way of communicating online, and if the organisations are not present, the 
communications will take place without them and this can never be desirable. Now it is time 
for organisations to strategically evaluate their involvement. 
 
Does the arrival of social media mean that it can no longer pay off to establish a clearly 
defined long-term communication strategy, because everything changes so fast anyways? 
Probably not, but because of the increased speed of the development, the approach to 
strategy needs to be much more flexible. We find that a middle ground needs to be found. 
Somewhere in between a rigid plan that is revised less frequently and a scenario where the 
organisation has to change their communications focus within hours. An infrastructure must 
be in place that allows for the monitoring of recent trends in the field of communication, a 
constant evaluation of the relevance of these trends for the organisation and if necessary a 
strategic implementation into the overall approach, in particular in a crisis situation. 
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9. Resumé 
 
Rapporten undersøger forholdet mellem sociale medier og krisekommunikationsstrategier, 
gennem casen SAS’ brug af sociale medier under askesky-krisen i april 2010. Vi 
undersøger, de kommunikationsprocesser der fandt sted imellem SAS og deres kunder på 
det sociale medie Facebook.  
 
Med et overordnet afsæt i socialkonstruktivismen og grounded-theory designede vi et solidt 
fundament for studiet. Vores videnskabsteoretiske positionering er især afgørende for vores 
forståelse af vores aktører og flowet af kommunikationsprocesserne vi undersøger. 
 
Den empiriske del af studie består af kvalitative interviews, hvor vi har både fået kunder og 
SAS i tale. Gennem et individuelt interview får vi SAS’ historie om hvordan de har ønsket 
sociale medier integreret i deres kommunikationsstrategier og hvordan askesky-krisen tillod 
kommunikationsafdelingen, at bevise overfor den øverste ledelse at det af 
forretningsmæssige årsager for dem godt kan betale sig at investere i sociale medier. 
 
Vi kontaktede, de kunder der under askesky-krisen havde kommunikeret med SAS på 
Facebook og bad dem deltage i et online interview. Vi havde programmeret et online 
dataindsamlingsværktøj, så vi fik et fyldestgørende interview med kunderne. Kunderne vi 
interviewede bekræftede, at netop det der havde gjort kommunikationen med SAS værdifuld 
for dem, var de egenskaber som sociale medier besidder i højere grad end traditionelle 
medier. 
 
Ved brug af en blanding af etablerede krisekommunikationsteorier og nyere teoretiske 
diskussioner af sociale medier lykkedes det at identificere flere indikatorer for hvorfor SAS’ 
kunder er positivt indstillet overfor at kommunikere med dem gennem sociale medier 
igennem kriseforløbet. 
 
Vi konkluderer, at den organisatoriske struktur og de individuelle medarbejderes indsats har 
stor indflydelse på forløbet; en manglende strategisk retning bliver hurtigt lavet strategisk og 
SAS’ medarbejdere viser stærke kompetencer og sammenhold, når der i en krise skal 
arbejdes mod et fælles mål. 
 
Vi identificerer, nogle effektfulde egenskaber i de sociale medier; egenskaber der i høj grad 
egner sig til kommunikation i en krisesituation.  Egenskaber som gør kommunikationen 
personlig, empatisk og frem for alt hurtig. Vi beviser, at SAS kommer tættere på deres 
kunder gennem den meget uformelle kommunikation, hvor afstanden mellem organisation 
og bruger bliver så lille, at den næsten holder op med at eksistere.      
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